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Foreword 


I t was the bloodiest day in American 
history since the battle of Antietam 
during the Civil War—a day in which 
everything about the nation would 
change forever. People, when speaking 
of the country, would henceforth spec¬ 
ify “before September 11” or “after Sep¬ 
tember 11.” It was as if, on that Tuesday 
morning, the borders had suddenly 
shifted to include Canada and Mexico, 
or as if the official language of the 
United States had changed. The differ¬ 
ence between “before” and “after” was 
that pronounced. 

That Tuesday morning, September 
11, 2001, was the day that Americans 
began to learn firsthand about terror¬ 
ism, as first one fuel-heavy commercial 
airliner, and then a second, hit New 
York’s World Trade Towers—sending 
them thundering to the ground in a 
firestorm of smoke and ash. A third air¬ 
liner was flown into a wall of the Pen¬ 
tagon in Washington, D.C., and a fourth 
was apparently wrestled away from ter¬ 
rorists before it could be steered into 
another building. By the time the ex¬ 
plosions and collapses had stopped and 
the fires had been extinguished, more 
than three thousand Americans had 
died. 

Film clips and photographs showed 
the horror of that day. Trade Center 
workers could be seen leaping to their 


deaths from seventy, eighty, ninety 
floors up rather than endure the 1,000- 
degree temperatures within the towers. 
New Yorkers who had thought they 
were going to work were caught on film 
desperately racing the other way to es¬ 
cape the wall of dust and debris that 
rolled down the streets of lower Man¬ 
hattan. Photographs showed badly 
burned Pentagon secretaries and frus¬ 
trated rescue workers. Later pictures 
would show huge fire engines buried 
under the rubble. 

It was not the first time America 
had been the target of terrorists. The 
same World Trade Center had been tar¬ 
geted in 1993 by Islamic terrorists, but 
the results had been negligible. The 
worst of such acts on American soil 
came in 1995 at the hands of a home¬ 
grown terrorist whose hatred for the 
government led to the bombing of the 
federal building in Oklahoma City. The 
blast killed 168 people—19 of them 
children. 

But the September 11 attacks were 
far different. It was terror on a frighten¬ 
ingly well-planned, larger scale, carried 
out by nineteen men from the Middle 
East whose hatred of the United States 
drove them to the most appalling suicide 
mission the world had ever witnessed. 
As one U.S. intelligence officer told a 
CNN reporter, “These guys turned air- 
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planes into weapons of mass destruction, land¬ 
marks familiar to all of us into mass graves.” 

Some observers say that September 11 
may always be remembered as the date that 
the people of the United States finally came 
face to face with terrorism. “You’ve been rela¬ 
tively sheltered from terrorism,” says an Israeli 
terrorism expert. “You hear about it happen¬ 
ing here in the Middle East, in Northern Ire¬ 
land, places far away from you. Now 
Americans have joined the real world where 
this ugliness is almost a daily occurrence.” 

This “real world” presents a formidable 
challenge to the United States and other na¬ 
tions. It is a world in which there are no 
rules, where modern terrorism is war not 
waged on soldiers, but on innocent people— 
including children. Terrorism is meant to 
shatter people’s hope, to create instability 
in their daily lives, to make them feel vul¬ 
nerable and frightened. People who con¬ 
tinue to feel unsafe will demand that their 
leaders make concessions —do something — 
so that terrorists will stop the attacks. 

Many experts feel that terrorism against 
the United States is just beginning. “The 
tragedy is that other groups, having seen [the 


success of the September 11 attacks] will 
think: why not do something else?” says 
Richard Murphy, former ambassador to Syria 
and Saudi Arabia. “This is the beginning of 
their war. There is a mentality at work here 
that the West is not prepared to understand.” 

Because terrorism is abhorrent to the 
vast majority of the nations on the planet, 
President George W. Bush’s declaration of 
war against terrorism was supported by 
many other world leaders. He reminded cit¬ 
izens that it would be a long war, and one not 
easily won. However, as many agree, there is 
no choice; if terrorism is allowed to continue 
unchecked the world will never be safe. 

The volumes of the Lucent Terrorism 
Library help to explain the unexplainable 
events of September 11,2001, as well as ex¬ 
amine the history, personalities, and issues 
connected with the ensuing war on terror. 
Annotated bibliographies provide readers 
with ideas for further research. Lully doc¬ 
umented primary and secondary source 
quotations enliven the text. Each book in 
this series provides students with a wealth 
of information as well as launching points 
for further study and discussion. 
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Introduction 



A Dark Day 
in America 


D uring the first week of May 2004 
horrific photographs of Ameri¬ 
can soldiers abusing prisoners in 
Iraq’s Abu Ghraib prison were re¬ 
leased to the public. The photos 
caused shock and outrage—both in¬ 
side the United States and around the 
world. Seeking an explanation, Con¬ 
gress called Donald Rumsfeld, the sec¬ 
retary of defense, to appear before the 
Senate Armed Services Committee. 
“Let me begin by stating the obvious,” 
said Senator Jack Reed speaking to 
Rumsfeld at the witness table. “For the 
next 50 years, in the Islamic world 
and many other parts of the world, 
the image of the United States will be 
that of an American dragging a pros¬ 
trate, naked Iraqi across the floor on 
a leash.” 1 

Reed’s opening statement, of 
course, was only a prediction—no 
one knows for sure how the scandal 


will affect the United States over time. 
But there was little doubt that what 
had gone on inside a notorious prison 
just west of Baghdad had, at least 
temporarily, seriously hurt America’s 
cause in the war on terrorism. That 
was obvious a few weeks later in the 
pained faces of members of Congress 
as they emerged from a darkened 
room in which they had just spent 
three hours viewing eighteen hundred 
slides and several videos of the abuses 
at Abu Ghraib. During those three 
hours they studied images of soldiers 
sexually assaulting Iraqi prisoners. 
Other photos showed American sol¬ 
diers terrifying naked prisoners with 
attack dogs or humiliating them in 
front of grinning female guards. Even 
more shocking photos showed sol¬ 
diers grinning and laughing alongside 
dead Iraqis whose bodies had been 
mutilated. Perhaps worst of all, no 
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one seemed to have a sense that what they 
were doing was wrong. 

Was This America? 

The awful images shocked members of 
Congress into uncharacteristic silence. 
There was very little talking on their walk 
back to the floor of the House of Represen¬ 
tatives. They were far from alone in their 


A Dark Day in America 

dismay. “It is horrifying to contemplate that 
U.S. interrogators have tortured and killed 
foreign prisoners and that their superiors 
have ignored or covered up their crimes— 
and yet that is where the available facts 
point,” 2 noted the Washington Post. Andy 
Rooney, commentator for the television 
show 60 Minutes, expressed the sinking feel¬ 
ing of those who feared they were witness¬ 
ing a low point in the nation’s history: 



This shocking image of an American soldier dragging an Iraqi prisoner on a leash is part of a 
photo exhibition exposing the abuses that took place at Abu Ghraib prison. 
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Our darkest days up until now have 
been things like presidential assassi¬ 
nations, the stock market crash in 
1929, Pearl Harbor, and [the terror¬ 
ist attacks of September 11,2001], of 
course. The day the world learned 
that American soldiers had tortured 
Iraqi prisoners belongs high on the 
list of the worst things that ever hap¬ 
pened to our country. It’s a black 
mark that will be in the history books 
in a hundred languages for as long as 


there are history books. I hate to 
think of it.... The image of one bad 
young woman with a naked man on 
a leash did more to damage America’s 
reputation than all the good things 
we’ve done over the years ever helped 
our reputation. 3 

International response to the images, es¬ 
pecially in the Middle East, underscored 
Rooney’s point. In the weeks after the scan¬ 
dal broke, pictures of the abuses at Abu 
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An Ugly Environment 


In an article for Rolling Stone magazine, 
Osha Gray Davidson referred to military 
documents to describe the horrendous con¬ 
ditions at Abu Ghraib in the fall of2003 — 
both for the prisoners and those guarding 
them: 

“The secret files make clear that day-to-day 
living conditions were ‘deplorable’ for sol¬ 
diers as well as prisoners. The facility was 
under constant attack from mortars and 
rocket-propelled grenades . . . there were 
more than two dozen explosions between 
July and September alone. Six detainees and 
two soldiers were killed, and seventy-one 
were injured.... 

The prison was filled far beyond capacity. 
Some 7,000 prisoners were jammed into Abu 
Ghraib, a complex erected to hold no more 
than 4,000 detainees. Prisoners were held in 
canvas tents that became ovens in the sum¬ 
mer heat and filled with rain in the cold win¬ 


ter. One report found that the compound ‘is 
covered with mud and many prisoner tents 
are close to being under water.’... 

In a series of increasingly desperate e- 
mails sent to his higher-ups, Maj. David Di- 
Nenna of the 320th MP Battalion reported 
that food delivered by private contractors was 
often inedible. ‘At least three to four times a 
week, the food cannot be served because it 
has bugs,’ DiNenna reported.... He [also] 
reported that ‘for the past two days prison¬ 
ers have been vomiting after they eat.’ 

Officers reported that their repeated pleas 
for adequate food and supplies went un¬ 
heeded, even though prisoners were attack¬ 
ing soldiers. ‘I don’t know how they’re not 
rioting every day,’ [Capt. James Jones of the 
229th MP Company] told Taguba. The worst 
riot occurred on November 24th.... Three 
detainees were killed and nine were 
wounded. Nine soldiers were also injured in 
the riot.” 
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Ghraib appeared almost continuously on 
Arab television and on the front pages of 
newspapers. The reaction of seventeen-year- 
old Nour Dandash, a Lebanese student, was 
typical. Staring in disbelief at a photograph 
of naked and hooded Iraqi detainees piled in 
a heap between two laughing American sol¬ 
diers, Dandash commented: “It’s sick, horri¬ 
ble, disgusting. The Americans say they went 
into Iraq to stop these abuses. But now they’re 
doing exactly the same thing as [former Iraqi 
dictator] Saddam Hussein.” 4 

Most Middle East newspapers featured 
pictures of smiling Americans brutalizing 
prisoners at Abu Ghraib on their front 
pages. Headlines asked whether this was 
an example of the democracy and freedom 
that President Bush had claimed the re¬ 
moval of Saddam Hussein would bring to 
Iraq. The prison photographs were partic¬ 
ularly painful for Iraqis, because under 
Saddam’s brutal leadership Abu Ghraib 
had long been known as a place of torture 
and execution. When Saddam was driven 
from power in March 2003, there was hope 


A Dark Day in America 

kp 

that those days were finally over. A year 
later the images of Abu Ghraib fueled in¬ 
tense anger. Iraqis felt that their expecta¬ 
tions of a better future had been dashed. 
Qasim Alsabti, an Iraqi artist, spoke for 
many of his countrymen when he said, “It’s 
like an adviser from Saddam Hussein’s 
regime has come back to Iraq and is now 
advising the Americans.” 5 

Apologies and Outrage 

On April 30,2004, Bush expressed his own 
revulsion, emphasizing his deep disgust at 
the inhumane way prisoners at Abu Ghraib 
were treated. But his public regret did lit¬ 
tle to ease the outrage over the scandal. 
Whether Abu Ghraib will indeed perma¬ 
nently tarnish America’s reputation re¬ 
mains to be seen. But there is little doubt 
that when it was exposed, the Abu Ghraib 
prisoner abuse scandal damaged America’s 
worldwide image as a country that respects 
liberty, freedom, and human dignity. In¬ 
vestigators will be spending years trying to 
figure out exactly how it happened. 
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Chapter One 


Iraq and the 
War on Terror 


T he war on terrorism and the way it 
was fought inside Iraq helped cre¬ 
ate a climate that led to the abuses seen 
later at Abu Ghraib and other prisons. 
Iraq became an early focus of the Bush 
administration’s war on terror. After 
terrorists crashed jetliners into the 
World Trade Center and the Pentagon 
on September 11,2001, the official pol¬ 
icy of the Bush administration was to 
go after regimes that support terror. 
Iraq was considered to be one of those 
regimes because its dictatorial leader, 
Saddam Hussein, was thought to have 
weapons of mass destruction that he 
could pass on to terrorists. Although 
little evidence was found linking Sad¬ 
dam with the September 11 attacks, 
public statements by administration 
officials suggesting that he must be 
dealt with soon caused many Ameri¬ 
cans to see him as a major enemy in 
the war on terrorism. 


The administration’s concern 
with Iraq remained high even after it 
was learned that no Iraqis had been 
directly involved in the plot. It turned 
out that al Qaeda, a terrorist organi¬ 
zation based in Afghanistan, had ac¬ 
tually planned and carried out the 
attacks. In October 2001 the United 
States invaded Afghanistan in order 
to capture or kill the terrorists re¬ 
sponsible for the September 11 at¬ 
tacks. By December they had routed 
the Taliban, the government that had 
refused to turn over al Qaeda mem¬ 
bers. Yet, as the fighting in Afghanis¬ 
tan subsided, Bush and other 
administration officials insisted that 
Saddam Hussein’s regime represented 
a terrorist threat to America—a threat 
so dangerous that the president must 
do everything in his power to ensure 
that Saddam was disarmed immedi¬ 
ately. 


Target Iraq 

In the months that followed, the Bush ad¬ 
ministration continued to emphasize the 
danger Iraq represented to the United 
States. During his State of the Union 
speech before Congress in January 2002, 
Bush made it clear that he considered Iraq 
a big part of the war on terror. “Iraq con¬ 
tinues to flaunt its hostility toward Amer¬ 
ica and to support terror,” he said. “The 


Iraqi regime has plotted to develop anthrax 
and nerve gas, and nuclear weapons for 
over a decade.” 6 

The president also named Iraq as one 
of three countries—Iran and North Korea 
were the other two—that he believed con¬ 
stituted an “axis of evil.” 7 Because these na¬ 
tions sought weapons of mass destruction, 
said Bush, they represented a growing dan¬ 
ger. In the spring of 2002 he announced a 


Iraq and the War on Te 
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new doctrine known as preemptive war. 
This new doctrine asserted that, in self- 
defense, the United States had the right to 
attack any country it felt might threaten it 
in the future. As Bush said, “We must take 
the battle to the enemy, disrupt his plans, 
and confront the worst threats before they 
emerge. 

By the fall of 2002 it seemed increasingly 
likely that Iraq would be the first country 
where Bush’s preemptive war doctrine would 
be tried out. In October the president made 
headlines when he claimed Iraq had “a mas¬ 
sive stockpile of biological weapons that has 
never been accounted for and is capable of 
killing mil li ons.” 9 Then, during his 2003 State 
of the Union address, he raised the stakes 
higher by implying that Iraq had been secretly 
attempting to buy uranium, the raw mater¬ 
ial for nuclear bombs. The following month 
Secretary of State Colin Powell spoke to the 
United Nations. His goal was to get the UN 
to back a U.S. invasion of Iraq. In support of 
his case Powell asserted that Iraq had revived 
its nuclear weapons program and had tons of 
chemical and biological weapons it would not 
hesitate to use. During a long and forceful 
presentation Powell used satellite photos and 
even held up a vial of a deadly poison called 
anthrax. Powell failed to get the UN to sup¬ 
port a war against Iraq (much of the infor¬ 
mation he presented that day was later proven 
inaccurate), but the speech persuaded many 
Americans that an invasion of Iraq was a nec¬ 
essary part of the war on terror. 

Therefore, on March 19,2003, the United 
States invaded Iraq. The U.S. military was 
joined on the battlefield by roughly forty- 


seven thousand troops from a coalition of 
other nations. The military aspect of the op¬ 
eration went exceedingly well. The coalition 
quickly gained control of the country with 
relatively few casualties. Although the inva¬ 
sion force found no evidence of weapons of 
mass destruction, by the end of three weeks 
they had fought all the way to Baghdad, Iraq’s 
capital. As coalition troops entered the city, 
Saddam Hussein went into hiding and his 
government collapsed. 

House of Horrors 

Perhaps no one was happier to see Saddam 
Hussein go than the inmates of a notorious 
prison called Abu Ghraib. Abu Ghraib’s his¬ 
tory went back to the early 1980s. It was where 
Saddam sent political prisoners accused of 
criticizing him or plotting against his rule. 
Thousands of Iraqis who entered Abu Ghraib 
were never seen alive again. Located about 
twenty miles northwest of Baghdad, the huge 
prison sat upon 280 acres of dusty land and 
was surrounded by palm tree groves. High 
walls topped with razor wire and overseen by 
twenty-four guard towers made escape un¬ 
likely. Since each cell measured twelve feet by 
twelve feet and held as many as forty prison¬ 
ers, living conditions were miserable. The 
peak population was about fifteen thousand 
prisoners, but weekly executions always made 
room for more. In 1984 alone, four thousand 
prisoners were put to death. 

Under Saddam Hussein, Abu Ghraib 
and other prisons like it were known as 
places of torture, degradation, and execu¬ 
tion. “I visited Abu Ghraib [in March 
2003] ...” recalls Bob Baer, a former CIA 
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In his 2002 State of the Union address, President Bush identified Iraq as a significant threat to 
national security. 
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bureau chief. “There were bodies there that 
were eaten by dogs . .. electrodes coming 
out of the walls. It was an awful place.” 10 
When Saddam was ousted by the United 


States in the spring of 2003, many Iraqis 
assumed those days had finally ended. Yet 
not long after the arrival of coalition troops, 
torture and mistreatment would once 
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again take place at Abu Ghraib. And within 
a year of coming under coalition control 
the prison would become more notorious 
for its brutality than it ever had been un¬ 
der Saddam. 

Up and Running Again 

Although Saddam had been deposed 
quickly, the end of major fighting had not 
brought much peace to Iraq. There simply 
were not enough coalition troops in the 
country to ensure law and order. Some 
Iraqis came to believe that the coalition was 
more interested in the nation’s rich oil 
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fields than in their own freedom and se¬ 
curity. Others, especially those who had 
been loyal to Saddam, were skeptical of 
their future under a new U.S.-backed gov¬ 
ernment. Yet others were frustrated with 
the slow pace of reconstruction. Sewage 
plants operated sporadically, if at all. Elec¬ 
tricity was only available for portions of 
each day, and blackouts were common. 
There were few jobs, and food and other 
basic services were scarce. 

There were also not enough policemen 
to prevent a huge upsurge in crime and vi¬ 
olence. For all these reasons, some Iraqis 



Saddam Hussein 


At the beginning of 2003 Iraq was ruled by 
Saddam Hussein, a sixty-six-year-old dicta¬ 
tor who had been in power since 1979. Sad¬ 
dam had a well-deserved reputation for 
extreme brutality toward anyone who rep¬ 
resented the slightest threat to his power. Po¬ 
tential rivals were quickly imprisoned or 
executed—according to some reports, by 
Saddam himself. 

Up until 1990, however, Saddam was con¬ 
sidered an ally of the United States. During 
his eight-year war with neighboring Iran in 
the 1980s, America supplied Iraq with mili¬ 
tary help. All that changed, however, in 1990 
when Saddam invaded oil-rich Kuwait. An 
international military coalition led by Pres¬ 
ident George H.W. Bush then mounted an 
attack that expelled Iraqi forces from Kuwait 
and greatly weakened Saddam’s army. 


Saddam, however, remained in power af¬ 
ter the Gulf War. At war’s end he had agreed 
to periodic weapons inspections supervised 
by the United Nations. In 1998, after he had 
violated the terms of that agreement, U.S. 
and British warplanes began bombing sus¬ 
pected weapons facilities. War appeared im¬ 
minent again in 2002 when the United States 
and Britain warned that Saddam was amass¬ 
ing weapons of mass destruction. 

Shortly after coalition troops invaded Iraq 
in March 2003, Saddam went into hiding. 
He was not captured until December 2003, 
when he was pulled out of an underground 
hiding place near his hometown of Tikrit. 
From there he was transferred to Iraqi legal 
custody and was expected to eventually face 
criminal charges for his actions while pres¬ 
ident of Iraq. 


19 



0 


The Iraqi Prisoner Abuse Scandal 


became willing to take up arms against the 
coalition. The insurgents killed and 
wounded soldiers with snipers and attacked 
convoys with rocket-propelled grenades. By 
far their most deadly tactic, though, was ex¬ 
ploding homemade bombs on streets and 
roads where coalition troops traveled. 

Responding to the danger, the coali¬ 
tion sent out frequent patrols to rout out 
their attackers from the general Iraqi pop¬ 
ulation. But since few coalition soldiers 
spoke enough Arabic to be able to distin¬ 
guish the guilty from the innocent, all 
Iraqis found in the area of an attack— 
sometimes hundreds of them—were often 
arrested and sent off to prison, where their 
guilt or innocence would supposedly be 
sorted out later. 

The influx of prisoners had to be kept 
somewhere and, despite its sinister repu¬ 
tation, the huge prison complex at Abu 
Ghraib seemed the most logical choice. 
The prison had been stripped bare by loot¬ 
ers in April, but coalition authorities de¬ 
cided to return it to its original function. 
Cells were cleaned and repaired, floors 
were tiled, and toilets and showers added. 
By June 2003, just a few months after Sad¬ 
dam was deposed, Abu Ghraib was open 
again—this time as a U.S. military prison 
called the Baghdad Central Correctional 
Facility. 

An Unfamiliar Mission 

That same month, despite having no prior 
experience managing prisons, Brigadier 
General Janis Karpinski of the 800th Mil¬ 
itary Police Brigade was put in charge of 


all Iraq’s military prisons. Her command 
included three large jails, eight battalions, 
as well as a total of thirty-four hundred 
reservists. Like Karpinski, very few of the 
soldiers under her command had ever 
worked in a real prison. Their lack of ex¬ 
perience and worsening morale con¬ 
tributed to a tense atmosphere developing 
inside Abu Ghraib in the late summer and 
fall of 2003. 

Although the MPs (military police) 
were poorly trained for their new jobs, they 
were responsible for thousands of prison¬ 
ers. In addition to being untrained for their 
assignment, many of the MPs of the 800th 
did not want to be in Iraq at all. Before the 
war began, some Bush administration of¬ 
ficials had predicted that the majority of 
coalition troops would be able to leave Iraq 
by September. The strength of the insur¬ 
gency, however, made those predictions 
obsolete. When the men and women of the 
800th were told they would not be return¬ 
ing home soon and that their mission had 
been enlarged to manage the entire Iraqi 
penal system, many were frustrated and 
unhappy. 

The situation at Abu Ghraib was un¬ 
likely to improve anyone’s mood. The 
prison was becoming terribly overcrowded, 
as more prisoners arrived every day. In ad¬ 
dition to the overcrowding the prison was 
right in the middle of a war zone, contrary 
to army regulations. Snipers in the palm 
trees around the prison often fired on U.S. 
soldiers. At night there were gun battles be¬ 
tween the guard towers and armed Iraqis in 
surrounding neighborhoods. Improvised 
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Prison compounds 
and cell blocks 


Aerial View of Abu Ghraib Prison 


Cell block where abuse 
is said to have occurred 
in Tier 1A 


The Abu Ghraib prison complex, located about 20 miles northwest of Baghdad 
occupies about 280 acres and has a perimeter of about 2.5 miles. 
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An American soldier leads an Iraqi prisoner to a temporary prison camp after a raid near 
Tikrit. Several of the 270 detainees were members of the Iraqi military. 


bombs killed and maimed U.S. soldiers 
who used the highway that ran past the 
prison. Meanwhile, countless mortar at¬ 
tacks on the prison killed and wounded 
guards and prisoners alike. 

The stress level on guards at Abu Ghraib 
steadily increased that summer as their jobs 


grew more and more difficult. As the insur¬ 
gency became more deadly, the prison pop¬ 
ulation swelled and the inclination to release 
even innocent prisoners declined. A typical 
incident involving fifty-seven Iraqis caught 
up in a sweep and sent to Abu Ghraib illus¬ 
trates one reason why innocent prisoners 
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were not released. Although only two of the 
prisoners were determined to possibly have 
intelligence value, a general declined to au¬ 
thorize the release of the other fifty-five. He 
is reported to have defended his actions by 
saying, “I don’t care if they are innocent; if we 
release them, they’ll go out and tell their 
friends we’re after them.” 11 

Meanwhile, day after day, the temper¬ 
ature soared well past the one-hundred- 
degree mark. Stressed both physically and 
mentally, and under constant threat of at¬ 


tack, some of the guards stopped thinking 
of Iraqis as the people they had come to 
free. Instead many began to regard nearly 
every Iraqi civilian as the enemy. 

A Worsening Situation 

During that blazing hot summer the at¬ 
tacks on coalition soldiers became more 
frequent and more deadly. Yet, at the same 
time, no weapons of mass destruction had 
been found and Saddam’s whereabouts were 
unknown. A series of terrorist bombings in 


American soldiers secure an area in Baghdad after an insurgent's car bomb killed an Iraqi 
official and three other people. 
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August only increased the frustration level. 
A huge bomb early in the month nearly 
obliterated the Jordanian embassy. Then 
insurgents struck the UN headquarters in 
Baghdad with a massive explosion that 
killed the chief UN envoy to Iraq and 
twenty-two others. 

The bad news was hurting Bush and 
the mission in Iraq—this was not how the 
war had been predicted to go. Some in the 
administration had insisted that grateful 
Iraqis would greet the coalition as libera¬ 
tors, but clearly this was not the case. The 
violent situation threatened the success of 
the war—not only from a military stand¬ 
point, but also from a political one. 

At the higher levels of command there 
was an uncomfortable feeling that the sit¬ 
uation was careening out of control. The 
insurgency threatened the reconstruction 
of Iraq that had been scheduled to follow 
Saddam’s removal. In response, Defense 
Secretary Rumsfeld decided that it was 
time to “get tough” 12 with Iraqis in the 
prison system who were suspected of be¬ 
ing insurgents. After all, the coalition had 
almost no information on who they were 
or how they operated. If the insurgents 
were to be stopped and the reconstruction 
put back on track, such information could 
be vital. 

The desperation to get better infor¬ 
mation to stop the carnage was keenly felt 
by soldiers and officers at Abu Ghraib. 
“There was extraordinary pressure being 
put on MI [military intelligence] from 
every angle to get better info,” recalls 
Karpinski. “Where is Saddam? Find Sad¬ 


dam. And we want the weapons of mass 
destruction.” 13 

Changing the Focus 

One of the first steps in the new “get 
tough” approach was to send for Major 
General Geoffrey Miller, commander of 
the detention center at the Guantanamo 
naval base in Cuba. Guantanamo was the 
place where suspected terrorists from 
Afghanistan and elsewhere were taken to 
be interrogated. From August 31 to Sep¬ 
tember 9,2003, Miller visited detention fa¬ 
cilities in Iraq. His stated mission was to 
show prison officials which interrogation 
techniques might be used to “break down” 
prisoners (that is, make them talk) more 
quickly. Miller urged the commanders of 
prisons in Iraq to focus more on interro¬ 
gating prisoners and less on traditional 
prison functions, such as monitoring pris¬ 
oners and making sure they did not escape. 

In order to make the whole interroga¬ 
tion process more efficient, Miller recom¬ 
mended that military intelligence officers 
be put in charge of the interrogation facil¬ 
ities at Abu Ghraib and elsewhere. Intelli¬ 
gence officers had a different mission than 
ordinary soldiers—their main job was to 
find out information about the enemy. 
Miller briefed prison commanders on the 
techniques Guantanamo guards used on 
prisoners before their interrogations. Al¬ 
though guards normally do not assist in 
interrogations, the guards at Guantanamo 
had actively helped out interrogators. They 
rewarded prisoners who provided useful 
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General Miller's Visit to Abu Ghraib 


In early September 2003, Major General Ge¬ 
offrey Miller, commander of the military 
prison at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, visited 
Abu Ghraib prison. In an article entitled 
“Pressure at Iraqi Prison Detailed,” the 
newspaper USA Today noted the apparent 
impact of that visit. 


Regardless of Miller’s intended impact 
on Abu Ghraib, two facts emerge from the 
documents: Discipline did not improve in 
the fall of 2003; if anything, it deteriorated. 
And harsh treatment of a limited number 
of inmates became a regular occurence.” 


“Seeking to shape up the 
intelligence-gathering at 
Abu Ghraib, the Bush ad¬ 
ministration ordered Army 
Maj. General Geoffrey 
Miller, commander of 
the military prison at 
Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, 
to examine the prison in 
Iraq. Miller . . . recom¬ 
mended that some of the 
same techniques used to 
break al-Qaeda fighters at 
Guantanamo be applied 
to prisoners in Iraq.... 

Miller has vehemently 
denied encouraging abusive 
treatment. But the report he 
produced from his initial 
tour of the Iraqi prison 
makes clear he wanted 
guards and military intelli¬ 
gence officers to work to¬ 
gether on inmates in a 
coordinated fashion to 
maximize the results of in¬ 
terrogations. 


Major General Geoffrey Miller pressured officials at Abu 
Ghraib to employ more aggressive interrogation methods. 
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information and punished those who did 
not. Miller felt that the same process could 
be used at Abu Ghraib. 

Miller hammered home the message 
that the entire detention process should be 
designed to pressure inmates to provide 
information. As he explained to Karp inski 
that September, “You’re going to see. We 
have control and [the prisoners] know it.” 14 
Perhaps the first evidence of that new pol¬ 
icy being put into operation was a cable 
sent by Lieutenant General Ricardo 
Sanchez, the senior military commander 
in Iraq, on September 14. In the cable to 
his boss at U.S. Central Command, 
Sanchez listed a group of more aggressive 
interrogation methods he planned to au¬ 
thorize immediately. These included most 
of the tactics Miller suggested. 

Dealing with Prisoners 
of War 

In essence, what Miller was proposing was 
that techniques previously used on captured 
terrorists now be used on suspected Iraqi in¬ 
surgents. There were some important and 
controversial differences between the people 
being held at Abu Ghraib and the people be¬ 
ing held at facilities in Afghanistan and Guan¬ 
tanamo Bay, Cuba, however. The treatment 
of detainees during wartime is a complicated 
subject, made especially more controversial 
during the war on terror. Prisoners of war, 
known as POWs, are protected under inter¬ 
national laws called the Geneva Conventions. 
The most important of these were signed in 
Geneva, Switzerland, after World War II. Be¬ 


cause atrocities against POWs have been so 
common in the past, the laws were written 
with the intent of holding nations to more 
humane standards. Murder, mutilation, cruel 
treatment, and torture of POWs are clearly 
against the law. Violations of personal dignity, 
including humiliating and degrading treat¬ 
ment, are also forbidden. By setting these 
standards, it was hoped that those who might 
be tempted to abuse helpless prisoners would 
choose not to if they knew their actions might 
one day be punished. The laws state that any¬ 
one accused of violating the Geneva Conven¬ 
tions will be brought before the International 
Court of Justice. 

The United States had always been one 
of the conventions’ strongest backers. Like 
most nations of the world, the United 
States signed the conventions because it 
was something a country could do to pro¬ 
tect its own captured soldiers. By agreeing 
beforehand to treat the POWs it held hu¬ 
manely, the United States made it less likely 
that future enemies would commit atroc¬ 
ities against American soldiers. 

The issue of treating POWs humanely, 
however, began to blur after the terrorist at¬ 
tacks of September 11, 2001. Many Ameri¬ 
cans, both inside and outside the Bush 
administration, believed that suspected ter¬ 
rorists did not deserve the protections of in¬ 
ternational law. It was argued that those who 
receive protection from the Geneva Con¬ 
ventions must be soldiers of a national mil¬ 
itary who fight in uniform—terrorists, it was 
said, do not fight for legitimate armies or 
wear distinguishable uniforms. For this and 
other reasons, many people argued that the 
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Some Americans argue that detainees captured during the war on terror should be treated as 
terrorists, who are not protected under the Geneva Conventions. 


terrorists that had been detained in the war 
on terror did not count as POWs and thus 
did not have to be treated in accordance with 
the Geneva Conventions. 

Moreover, the danger that suspected 
terrorists posed to society was said to be so 
great that all available tools should be used 
to get them to reveal details of their plans. 
The term for such information is “intelli¬ 
gence,” and the war on terrorism was said 
to require good intelligence if the terrorists 
were to be defeated. Getting such informa¬ 
tion, however, often required controversial 


rough treatment. Cofer Black, former head 
of the CIA Counterterrorist Center told a 
joint hearing of Congress in September 
2002 that the war on terror required 
tougher methods in order to properly deal 
with suspected terrorists. “There was a be¬ 
fore 9/11, and there is an after 9/11,” he said. 
“After 9/11, the gloves came off.” 15 Conse¬ 
quently, the United States began meting out 
harsh treatment to suspected terrorists in 
Afghanistan and elsewhere—treatment that 
fell outside the bounds of what was allow¬ 
able under the Geneva Conventions and 
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other international laws. When interna¬ 
tional complaints about the harsh treatment 
of detainees from Afghanistan surfaced in 
2002, Rumsfeld dismissed them as of little 
importance. He believed that critics did not 
understand the significance of the infor¬ 
mation to be gathered from terrorists or the 
danger that their organization presented. 

The situation in Iraq, however, was sup¬ 
posed to be different. Because, in the begin¬ 
ning at least, the Iraqis battling against the 
coalition were thought to be remnants of Sad¬ 
dam’s army, the Bush administration agreed 
that the Geneva Conventions applied fully. 
Iraqis fighting against the invasion of their 


own country were not exactly terrorists. Un¬ 
fortunately, the American military police as¬ 
signed to guard prisoners at Abu Ghraib 
knew little about the Geneva Conventions. 
With forces stretched thin, training soldiers 
in the Geneva Conventions had not been a 
high priority for military planners. 

Given the stressful situation at Abu 
Ghraib and the lack of training of the sol¬ 
diers asked to use the techniques imported 
from other detention facilities, there was 
considerable danger they would not be able 
to stay within the very delicate confines of 
the rules—and that prisoners would end 
up being abused. 
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B y the fall of 2003 the growing 
Iraqi insurgency led to a renewed 
focus on the interrogation of Iraqi de¬ 
tainees. But the emphasis on getting 
intelligence that might save coalition 
lives also led to increased use of cru¬ 
elty and torture by poorly trained 
guards at Abu Ghraib. Meanwhile, the 
reality of what was taking place inside 
the prison proved far different from 
the reality presented to the outside 
world by American military and gov¬ 
ernment figures. 

Miller’s changes to the interroga¬ 
tion process appear to have been put 
into practice almost immediately. In 
early October 2003, a few weeks after 
his visit, control of Iraq’s prisons was 
turned over to military intelligence 
officers. These officers, as well as of¬ 
ficers from the Central Intelligence 
Agency and even private contractors 
hired by the Defense Department, be¬ 


gan overseeing the interrogations of 
prisoners at Abu Ghraib and else¬ 
where. Their most pressing need was 
to get information about the growing 
insurgency. With that aim in mind, 
the entire detention process was con¬ 
sidered a prelude to an effective in¬ 
terrogation. Consequently, military 
police and guards began taking orders 
from interrogators. This was highly 
unusual—normally, military police 
and guards take orders from officers 
in military police units. The un¬ 
orthodox situation would prove to 
have far-reaching consequences. 

Mysterious Questioners 

The interrogators had a different set of 
priorities than the military police and 
guards, and they were accountable to an 
entirely different set of superiors. As far 
as many of them were concerned, their 
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American soldiers lead an Iraqi detainee to an 
interrogation room at Abu Ghraib. 


mission was to extract information from the 
detainees in any way they could. The inter¬ 
rogators did not operate openly. They often 
covered up their name tags or the insignia that 
showed their rank, indicating that they did not 
want to be identified. Others wore only civil¬ 
ian clothes and removed their name tags in¬ 
side the prison. When military police or 


guards asked interrogators to identify 
themselves, they sometimes gave phony 
names. Sergeant Javal S. Davis, one of the 
military policemen later accused of 
abuses, recalls receiving answers like “I’m 
Special Agent John Doe” or “I’m Special 
Agent in Charge James Bond.” 16 

The interrogators’ reluctance to 
identify themselves indicated that 
what was going on inside the prison 
was not in accordance with the stan¬ 
dard procedures used in previous 
wars. But it also confused soldiers who 
were not always sure whom they 
should be taking orders from. The se¬ 
crecy and the difficulty of knowing 
whether an order was legitimate led 
to an atmosphere where the bounds 
of acceptable behavior were unclear. 
In the end an “anything goes” attitude 
prevailed among some of the guards. 

Investigative reporter Seymour 
Hersh noted that the chain of com¬ 
mand at Abu Ghraib was so murky 
that interrogators and other mysteri¬ 
ous figures who gave orders were 
sometimes compared to ghosts: 

It was not clear who was who, even 
to Brigadier General Janis Karpin- 
ski, then the commander of the 
800th Military Police Brigade and 
the officer ostensibly in charge. “I 
thought most of the civilians there 
were interpreters, but there were 
some civilians that I didn’t know,” 
Karpinski told me. “I called them 
the disappearing ghosts. I’d seen 
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them once in a while at Abu Ghraib 
and then I’d see them months later.... 
“The mysterious civilians,” she said, 
were “always bringing in somebody for 
interrogation or waiting to collect 
somebody going out.” Karpinski 
added that she had no idea who was 
operating in her prison system. 17 

From Maryland to 
the Middle East 

There was plenty of confusion and unpro¬ 
fessional behavior at Abu Ghraib in the fall 
of 2003, and the members of the 372nd 
Military Police Company found themselves 
in the thick of it. A reserve unit from Mary¬ 
land, the 372nd was sent to guard prison¬ 
ers at Abu Ghraib. Their duty station 
included the cellblock known as Tier 1 or, 
as it was also called, “the hard site.” 18 It was 
the part of the prison where detainees 
thought most likely to have important in¬ 
formation about the insurgency were held. 

The 372nd arrived at Abu Ghraib just as 
control of the prison was turned over to in¬ 
terrogators. They received only two days of 
on-the-job training from the unit they were 
replacing. That training did not include any 
information on how prisoners of war should 
be treated under the Geneva Conventions. 

The 372nd soon found itself under a 
great deal of pressure—both from Iraqi de¬ 
tainees and from their superiors. When 
they first began work at the prison, they 
had only two hundred captives to watch 
over. But that number soared to as many 
as sixteen hundred after a series of deadly 


roadside bombings caused the coalition to 
arrest more and more Iraqis as suspects. 
Once likely suspects were brought to Abu 
Ghraib for interrogation, they were given 
rough treatment—particularly those 
brought to Tier 1. Both military policemen 
and prison guards there have testified that 
they were asked to “soften up” prisoners 
before interrogations. They were told, 
“Loosen this guy up for us” or “Make sure 
he has a bad night.” 19 

"Rape Rooms and Torture 
Chambers" 

The harsh treatment of detainees conflicted 
with public statements being made by Amer¬ 
ican officials. In October, Bush announced 
to the world that “Iraq is now free of rape 
rooms and torture chambers.” 20 At about the 
same time, General Karpinski told a reporter 
for the television show 60 Minutes that pris¬ 
oners were getting the best care available. 
Karpinski even bragged that “Living condi¬ 
tions now are better in prison than at home. 
At one point we were concerned that they 
wouldn’t want to leave.” 21 

Meanwhile, inside parts of Abu 
Ghraib, some Iraqi detainees were experi¬ 
encing a different kind of reality. Their 
sworn statements (made later as part of an 
army investigation into criminal behavior 
at the prison) indicate that Abu Ghraib was 
not the model facility that some claimed. 

The worst abuses that took place at 
Abu Ghraib occurred in an area known as 
Tier 1. Statements from prisoners held cap¬ 
tive in that area of Abu Ghraib report that 
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American soldiers guard a detention area at Abu Ghraib. Inside the prison, many prisoners 
were routinely subjected to abuse as part of the interrogation process. 


most were stripped naked upon arrival. Mohanded Juma, an Iraqi detainee, re- 

Then they were repeatedly humiliated in calls his first few days in Tier 1 in his sworn 
front of each other and American soldiers, testimony: 
both men and women. There were fre¬ 
quent and severe beatings as well as threats They stripped me from my clothes ... 
of death and sexual assault if they did not after a short period of time, approxi- 
provide interrogators with the information mately at two at night, the door opened 
they were looking for. and Grainer [Specialist Charles Graner] 
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Although the U.S. government denies authorizing the use of working military dogs at Abu 
Ghraib, photos like this one show Iraqi detainees being intimidated by a dog handled by an 
American soldier. 


was there. He cuffed my hands behind 
my back and he cuffed my feet and he 
took me to the shower room.... Then 
Grainer and another man . . . [who] 
was young and tall came into the room. 
They threw pepper in my face and the 
beating started. This went on for half 
an hour. And then he started beating 


me with a chair until the chair was bro¬ 
ken. After that, they started choking me. 
At the time I thought I was going to die, 
but it’s a miracle I lived. And then they 
started beating me again. They con¬ 
centrated on beating me in my heart 
until they got tired from beating me. 
They took a little break from beating 
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me and then they started kicking me 
very hard with their feet until I passed 
out. 22 

In addition to beatings, threats of sex¬ 
ual abuse and humiliation were made fre¬ 
quently. Ameen Sa’eed Al-Sheikh, detainee 
No. 151362, was arrested on October 7, 
2003, and arrived at Tier 1 the next day. 
Guards told him he would soon wish he 
was dead but they would make sure that 
did not happen. After the soldiers stripped 
him, says Al-Sheikh, “One of them told me 
he would rape me. He drew a picture of a 
woman [on] my back and made me stand 
in [a] shameful position holding my but¬ 
tocks.” 23 Other prisoners were forced to 


wear women’s underwear, masturbate, or 
simulate homosexual acts in front of fe¬ 
male soldiers and inmates. 

Cruelty and Degradation 

Sometimes it appeared that guards were 
simply amusing themselves in the crudest 
ways they could think of. Some naked pris¬ 
oners were ridden like animals, fondled by 
female “soldiers or forced to retrieve food 
their guards had thrown in the toilet. They 
forced us to walk like dogs on our hands 
and knees,” said inmate Hiadar Sabar Abed 
Miktub al-Aboodi. “And we had to bark 
like a dog, and if we didn’t do that they 
started hitting us hard on our face and 



Torturing for the Greater Good 


Fora book calledThe Politics of Pain: Tor¬ 
turers and Their Masters, Herbert C. Kel- 
man wrote a chapter that sought to explain 
why humans throughout history have been 
so easily persuaded to torture others. Kel- 
man, a social psychologist and author, be¬ 
lieves that most torturers must become 
convinced that their actions are part of a 
greater cause. Only then can they operate 
without feelings of guilt. Kelmans descrip¬ 
tion of typical torturers can be applied to 
those committing abuses at Abu Ghraib: 

“They have come to share the view of the 
authorities that the task they are engaged 
in serves a high purpose that transcends 


any moral scruples they might bring to the 
situation. They have come to see them¬ 
selves as playing an important part in an 
effort to protect the state: to ensure its se¬ 
curity and continued integrity, to main¬ 
tain law and order, or to keep alive the 
fundamental values of the state that are be¬ 
ing subjected to a merciless onslaught by 
ruthless enemies who are intent on de¬ 
stroying it. This view of the purpose of the 
torture project as part of a noble effort, in 
which the perpetrators are prepared to play 
their role despite any more reservations 
and feelings of repugnance they might 
have, greatly enhances the legitimacy of the 
enterprise.” 
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chest with no mercy. After that, they took 
us to our cells, took the mattresses out and 
dropped water on the floor and they made 
us sleep on our stomachs on the floor with 
the bags on our head and they took pic¬ 
tures of everything.” 24 

Another Iraqi, Abd Alwhab Youss, was 
stripped and then beaten after a broken 
toothbrush was found in his cell. He was 
accused of trying to make a weapon out of 
the toothbrush. Youss was taken to a room 
where five soldiers worked him over. He 
was beaten with a broom and at one point 
his head was held in a pool of urine on the 
floor. While all this was happening another 
soldier was yelling at him through a loud¬ 
speaker. 

Still other abuses occurred in Novem¬ 
ber when a number of detainees rioted in 


protest against their mistreatment. As re¬ 
ported by The New Standard, immediately 
after the riot fourteen Iraqi men were 
stripped naked and brought into a corri¬ 
dor beneath the cell of a female inmate 
named Um Taha. 

“The soldiers made them all stand on 
one leg,” Um Taha recounted. “Then 
they kicked them to make them fall 
to the ground.” She said that [a] fe¬ 
male American soldier ... was danc¬ 
ing around laughing while using a 
rubber glove to snap the detainees on 
their genitals. “The soldiers also made 
all the men lay on the ground face 
down spread their legs, then men and 
women soldiers alike kicked the de¬ 
tainees between their legs.” 25 

"Because I Wanted 
to Pray" 

Some guards took special 
pleasure in ridiculing the 
prisoners’ Islamic religion. 
When prisoners held their 
Korans out of their cell bars 
to read because the light was 
too dim inside their cells, 
some soldiers would hit 
them. Although Iraqi de¬ 
tainee Ameen Sa’eed Al- 
Sheik had a broken leg, one 
of the soldiers kept twisting 
his bad leg in order to force 
him to curse Islam. The pain 
was so great that he finally 


Two American soldiers grin behind a pile of naked 
and hooded Iraqi prisoners. 
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Sex, Shame, and Self-Respect 


In an article for Salon magazine called 
“American Torture, American Porn,” 
Alessandro Camon focuses on the sexual 
games played with prisoners at Abu Ghraib. 
He believes they were an important part of 
an interrogation process designed to destroy 
detainees’ self-respect: 

“When power is exercised in such an ex¬ 
treme, absolute form as torture, it literally 
dehumanizes those it’s exercised upon. And 
they know it. Stripped of rights, of the abil¬ 
ity to trust a fellow human being, and most 
importantly, of self-respect, they lose the very 
sense of who they are. The identity of the tor¬ 
ture victim can never be the same again. 


That’s why sexual torture is central to the ex¬ 
perience. The emasculation of men, the 
degradation of women, turns them into 
something they no longer recognize as them¬ 
selves. Torture is largely the business of cre¬ 
ating shame.... An instinctive understanding 
of the task can be evinced by the acts of the 
American torturers. They were aiming to 
hurt the Arab man where it hurts most—in 
his masculine pride. There was hardly a more 
explicit way to do it than to strip him naked 
and capture him ... as a pathetic loser, 
writhing on the floor or engaging in simu¬ 
lated sexual acts on command, while Amer¬ 
ican men and women pose next to him with 
a grin and a thumbs-up.” 



complied with the soldier’s wish. Next, he 
was ordered to thank Jesus that he was still 
alive. When the soldier asked him if he be¬ 
lieved in anything, Al-Sheikh answered that 
he believed in Allah. The soldier replied, “I 
believe in torture and I will torture you.” 26 

Inmates were treated particularly roughly 
during Ramadan, the Muslim holy month 
when all practicing Muslims fast during day¬ 
light hours. At Abu Ghraib’s Tier I in No¬ 
vember 2003, Ramadan was a brutal time for 
the prisoners. After fasting all day, prisoners 
were often denied food at night. But the with¬ 
holding of food was not the worst of their or¬ 
deals. To cite one example, Kasim Mehaddi 
Hilas, detainee No. 151108, made the mistake 
of asking a guard what time it was: 


He [Specialist Graner] cuffed my hands 
with irons behind my back to the metal 
of the window, to the point my feet were 
off the ground and I was hanging there 
for about 5 hours just because I asked 
about the time, because I wanted to 
pray. And then they took all my clothes 
and he took the female underwear and 
he put it over my head. After he released 
me from the window, he tied me to my 
bed until before dawn.... He prohib¬ 
ited me from eating food that night, 
even though I was fasting that day. 
Grainer and the other two soldiers were 
taking pictures of everything they did 
to me. I don’t know if they took a pic¬ 
ture of me [then] because they beat 
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me so bad I lost consciousness after 
an hour or so. 27 

Iraqi detainee Thaar Salman Dawod 
witnessed an assault on two young boys 
during the first days of Ramadan. “They 
came with two boys naked and they were 


cuffed together face to face and Grainer 
was beating them and a group of guards 
were watching and taking pictures from 
top to bottom and there were three female 
soldiers laughing at the prisoners.” 28 Kasim 
Mehaddi Hilas, another detainee who 
made a sworn statement, testified that he 


Iraqi women were also held at Abu Ghraib. Some have testified that they experienced the 
same degree of abuse and humiliation as the male prisoners. 
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witnessed at least two sexual assaults of 
children during this time. One of them was 
of a boy of about fifteen who was raped by 
a male army translator while a female sol¬ 
dier looked on and snapped pictures. 

Abuse Was Not Universal 

Of course, not all—or even most—guards 
abused prisoners. The MPs who abused 
prisoners most often worked at night while 
their supervisors were absent. That may 
explain why the guards who worked the 
late shift were the most feared by prison¬ 
ers. A common theme in detainees’ state¬ 
ments was that the day shift would bring 
them their clothes, while the night shift 
would strip them naked and begin tor¬ 
menting them again. 

Further evidence that not all guards 
were to blame came from a detainee 
named Mustafa Jassim Mustafa. After de¬ 
scribing a series of sickening abuses (in¬ 
cluding guards urinating on prisoners and 
beating them senseless) in a sworn state¬ 
ment to investigators, Mustafa made a 
point of emphasizing that most of the 
guards he knew were respected and liked 
by the prisoners. 

In an article published in the New 
Yorker, Seymour Hersh provides a memo¬ 
rable example of an American officer who 
refused to abuse prisoners. Hersh told of a 
captain in a military police unit who was 
asked by an intelligence officer to have his 
MPs keep a group of detainees awake 
around the clock until they began talking. 
When the captain refused, a high-ranking 


military intelligence officer came to him 
and asked him again to explain why his 
men could not help out by keeping de¬ 
tainees awake. 

“How?” asked the captain. “You’ve re¬ 
ceived training on that, but my soldiers 
don’t know how to do it. And when you 
ask an eighteen-year-old kid to keep some¬ 
one awake, and he doesn’t know how to do 
it, he’s going to get creative.” 29 Because of 
the captain’s stand, his group of MPs did 
not get involved in abusing prisoners. 

Humiliation in Pictures 

Those MPs who did abuse detainees, how¬ 
ever, were successful at humiliating and in¬ 
timidating prisoners. One detainee named 
Abdou Hussain Saad Faleh testified that 
there were times he was so terrified that he 
could not go to sleep, no matter how ex¬ 
hausted he was. The inmates’ loss of hu¬ 
man dignity was also notable. Hussein 
Mohssein Mata Al-Zayiadi, a devout Mus¬ 
lim, felt so humiliated by being forced to 
masturbate in front of female soldiers and 
other inmates that he claimed he no longer 
wanted to live. “I was trying to kill myself 
but I didn’t have any way of doing it,” 30 he 
later told an investigator. 

Although humiliation and intimida¬ 
tion were products of the interrogations at 
Abu Ghraib, valuable intelligence was not. 
Military officials would later concede that 
very little useful information was gained 
from the detainees at Abu Ghraib. One of 
the many tragedies of the whole scandal is 
that, despite all the suffering involved, little 
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A former Iraqi prisoner holds up a widely published picture of himself and fellow inmates 
who were abused by American guards. 


seems to have been learned about the in¬ 
surgency. 

But perhaps the most lasting effect of the 
interrogations at Abu Ghraib will be the im¬ 
ages they produced. As the world learned, the 
guards at Abu Ghraib took many pho¬ 
tographs. Perhaps they were amusing them¬ 
selves or saving the photos as memorabilia of 
their tour of duty. But some observers think 
that cameras were purposely used at Abu 


Ghraib in order to impress on prisoners that 
their humiliation would be unending unless 
they cooperated with interrogators. Other¬ 
wise the pictures might even be released to 
the prisoners’ friends and relatives, thus deep¬ 
ening their shame. Whether or not the cru¬ 
elty was indeed that purposeful, the 
photographs taken at Abu Ghraib became the 
single greatest factor in exposing the abuses 
to the world. 
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Chapter Three 


A Scandal 
Breaks 


I nternational human rights organi¬ 
zations, as well as individual soldiers 
troubled by incidents they witnessed, 
attempted to alert authorities to the 
abuses taking place at Abu Ghraib in 
late 2003 and early 2004. Although 
the army knew about the abuses by 
January and conducted an investiga¬ 
tion, little substantive action had been 
taken by April 2004. Few people out¬ 
side of Iraq had ever heard of Sad¬ 
dam’s infamous prison until the 
images of prisoners being abused sud¬ 
denly showed up in their newspapers 
and on their television screens. At that 
point the world reacted with horror 
and outrage. 

Hints of Disaster 

Complaints about prisoners being 
abused were registered almost as soon 
as Abu Ghraib reopened. One of the 


first hints that the prison might be in 
violation of international standards 
came from the human rights organi¬ 
zation Amnesty International. In July 
2003, the organization reported that 
released prisoners from Abu Ghraib 
complained of extreme heat while 
housed in tents, insufficient water, in¬ 
adequate washing facilities, open 
trenches for toilets, and no change of 
clothes—even after two months of 
detention. For these reasons, Amnesty 
International criticized the U.S. mil¬ 
itary for subjecting Iraqis to “cruel, 
inhumane or degrading” 31 conditions. 
They also complained that detainees 
were forced to wear hoods for long 
periods of time, were deprived of 
sleep, or forced to remain in painful 
positions for hours at a time. 

The International Committee of the 
Red Cross also was aware of prisoner- 
related problems in Iraq. The Red 
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Cross monitors the behavior of govern¬ 
ments at war to ensure that they abide by 
the terms of the Geneva Conventions. In 
that role the group conducts unannounced 
inspections of prisons in war zones. A 
month after two unannounced inspections 
of Abu Ghraib in October 2003—visits 
that included a tour of the cell block where 
the worst abuses were taking place—the 
Red Cross complained in writing to the 
military. Although they witnessed prison¬ 
ers being kept naked in completely dark 
and empty concrete cells, no corrective ac¬ 
tion was taken. And, in fact, when the Red 
Cross delegates requested an explanation 
from the authorities, they were told that 
the practice was “part of the process” 32 and 
would therefore continue. A confidential 
letter that military officials sent to the Red 
Cross explained that many Iraqi prisoners 
were not entitled to the full protections of 
the Geneva Conventions—a position that 
conflicted with the Bush administration’s 
public statements that the Geneva Con¬ 
ventions were “fully applicable” 33 in Iraq. 

Karpinski would claim later that, de¬ 
spite the serious charges made by the Red 
Cross that fall, senior officers in Baghdad 
treated the reports in a lighthearted man¬ 
ner. Meanwhile, the army’s response to the 
Red Cross’s November complaint bordered 
on annoyance. They also told the Red Cross 
that in the future no-notice inspections 
would not be permitted at the site—all in¬ 
spections would have to be scheduled in ad¬ 
vance. 

That may help explain Abu Salem’s 
recollection of a Red Cross visit in January 
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2004. Salem was a forty-one-year-old Iraqi 
who spent six months in Abu Ghraib be¬ 
fore being released. He claimed that al¬ 
though the detainees in his wing were kept 
naked all the time, the night before the Red 
Cross visit they were given new clothes. 
“They told us that if we complained to the 
Red Cross about our treatment we would 
be kept in jail forever,” said Salem. “They 
said they would never let us out.” 34 

Warnings from Within 

Members of human rights organizations 
were not alone in being troubled by what 
was going on inside Abu Ghraib that fall. 
Some within the army itself were raising 
concerns. The highest ranking officer to do 
so was Major General Donald Ryder. His re¬ 
port on Iraq’s prison systems was released 
on November 5, 2003. Although Ryder 
found that Abu Ghraib was overcrowded 
and lacked basic sanitation and medical fa¬ 
cilities, he differed from the Red Cross in 
that he saw no evidence of prisoner abuse. 
Ryder may have missed the abuses because 
his assignment was to study the capabilities 
of the prison system—not to inspect any 
one specific prison. 

However, Ryder identified a major 
problem that would soon become glaringly 
evident—the role of the military police in 
Iraqi prisons was not clearly defined. MPs 
seemed responsible for two things. As 
prison guards, they were supposed to help 
make prisons run safely and efficiently. But 
they also seemed to be assisting interroga¬ 
tors in squeezing information out of cap¬ 


tives. Ryder did not think the two roles 
were compatible. Soldiers assigned duty as 
prison guards are usually not part of the 
interrogation teams. It takes years of train¬ 
ing and experience to became a good in¬ 
terrogator. None of the prison guards, 
however, had any training on interrogat¬ 
ing prisoners. Despite their lack of train¬ 
ing, some of the guards working in Iraq’s 
prisons had worked with interrogators. Be¬ 
fore Iraq they had served in Afghanistan, 
where author Seymour Hersh wrote they 
had helped “set favorable conditions” 35 for 
interrogators. That was a nice way of say¬ 
ing that guards helped break the will of 
prisoners so that they would be more likely 
to talk to interrogators. But, having un¬ 
trained nineteen- or twenty-year-old 
guards administering punishments was a 
situation that demanded strong supervi¬ 
sion. Ryder was concerned enough to call 
for the establishment of clear procedures. 
By then, however, it was too late—the 
worst abuses were already occurring. 

Some of the soldiers who observed 
those abuses tried to alert their superiors. 
Specialist Matthew Wisdom, for example, 
questioned the treatment of seven prison¬ 
ers, who were hooded and bound, that he 
delivered to Tier 1 at Abu Ghraib. Although 
those prisoners had been accused of start¬ 
ing a riot in another section of the prison, 
Wisdom was shocked by the rough treat¬ 
ment they received: “Specialist First Class 
Snider grabbed my prisoner and threw him 
into a pile.... I do not think it was right to 
put them in a pile. I saw Staff Sgt Frederick, 
Sgt Davis, and Corporal Graner walking 
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Guards at Abu Ghraib prison were encouraged by interrogators to help break the will of 
prisoners. In this photo, an American soldier beats Iraqi detainees, who are hooded and 
bound by the hands. 


around the pile hitting the prisoners.” Wis¬ 
dom left the area for a few minutes, but on 
his return he “saw two naked detainees, one 
masturbating to another. ... I thought I 
should just get out of there. I didn’t think it 
was right_I saw Staff Sgt. Frederick walk¬ 

ing towards me, and he said, ‘Look what 
these animals do when you leave them alone 
for two seconds.’” 36 

Wisdom was disgusted by what the 
guards were forcing the prisoners to do. He 
told his superiors about what had happened 
and assumed the matter would be taken care 


of. “I just didn’t want to be part of anything 
that looked criminal,” 37 he said. 

Members of the Detainee Assessment 
Branch at Abu Ghraib had raised similar 
concerns. Their job was to screen detainees 
for possible release. The vast majority of 
those they dealt with had been found in¬ 
nocent of any activities that threatened the 
coalition and were about to be set free. As 
a part of the release process, interrogators 
often asked prisoners about their treatment 
while in U.S. custody. The answers they re¬ 
ceived made them uneasy. 
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Blowing the Whistle 


Immediately after the Abu Ghraib scandal 
broke, reporter Andrew A. Green attempted 
to learn more about Specialist Joseph Darby, 
the soldier who alerted the army to the 
abuses going on there. Green spoke with 
Darby’s wife in Cumberland, Maryland, and 
the interview was published in the Baltimore 
Sun: 

“Bernadette Darby, [Joseph’s] wife of six 
years, said she didn’t know a thing about her 
husband’s role in uncovering the scandal un¬ 
til a reporter called yesterday. But it sounded 
like something he would do, she said. 
‘Whenever he knows something’s wrong, he 
doesn’t stand by it,’ she said. ‘I’m behind him 


100 percent’... Joseph Darby wasn’t excited 
to be deployed to Iraq, Bernadette Darby 
said, because he had recently returned from 
a tour of duty in the Balkans. But once he 
got there, he came to believe that the United 
States needs to be in Iraq.... 

Bernadette Darby said she is a little ner¬ 
vous about how other military families will 
react to her husband’s role in uncovering the 
scandal, but she said she is proud of him and 
would do the same if she were in his situa¬ 
tion. ‘It sickened me whenever I saw those 
pictures,’ she said. ‘Trust me, his whole unit, 
they’re not all like that. The community is 
in an uproar about it, and it’s just—they’re 
not all sick like that.’ ” 


“One guy said he was thrown to the 
ground and [was] stepped on the head,” 
said one soldier. “That’s when I started pay¬ 
ing attention to it.” 38 They also heard from 
a woman prisoner who claimed she was re¬ 
peatedly kicked by a guard. Other prison¬ 
ers told of electric shocks, of being forced 
to stand naked while female interrogators 
made fun of their genitals, and how a 
group of blindfolded former Iraqi gener¬ 
als were beaten until covered in blood. One 
prisoner’s file included photos of burns in¬ 
flicted on his body. “We couldn’t believe 
what we were hearing,” said one of the sol¬ 
diers. Concerned that crimes were being 
committed, the soldiers in the Detainee As¬ 
sessment Branch passed along what they 


heard in the reports to their superiors. “We 
didn’t want people to know that we knew 
about it and didn’t report it,” 39 one soldier 
explained. Their reports were sent up the 
chain of command to Karpinski, General 
Barbara Fast, and a military lawyer. 
Whether they were read is not known. 

A Shocking CD 

What is known for certain is that no action 
was taken until mid-January. That was 
when a military policeman in the 372nd 
named Joseph Darby came across a com¬ 
puter CD belonging to Specialist Charles 
Graner. The CD contained numerous dig¬ 
ital photographs of guards taunting naked 
Iraqi prisoners who were forced to assume 
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humiliating poses. The Iraqis were piled in 
human pyramids or forced to simulate oral 
sex or masturbation with each other. At 
least one photo showed a naked Iraqi be¬ 
ing led around with a leash. Another 
showed an Iraqi standing on a box and 
connected to electric wires. Some photos 
showed terrified prisoners being con¬ 
fronted by dogs. There were also pictures 
of the battered faces of two dead Iraqis. 

Darby was shocked by the pictures and 
felt that someone should know about 
them. His first action was to anonymously 
put the disk in an envelope and slide it un¬ 
der the door of a member of the army’s 
criminal investigation division. Later, 
Darby agreed to testify about what he had 
seen. In contrast to their response to the 
written complaints of human rights orga¬ 
nizations, the army’s reaction to the pho¬ 
tos uncovered by Darby was remarkably 
swift. There was little doubt that the pic¬ 
tures could trigger a public relations dis¬ 
aster—the photos had been passed from 
computer to computer within the unit and 
might already be on the Internet. The day 
after Darby slipped the CD under the door, 
a criminal investigation was launched. 
Four days later, a guard leader and a com¬ 
pany commander at the prison were sus¬ 
pended from their duties. Karpinski was 
also quietly suspended. On January 19, 
2004, General Ricardo Sanchez, the senior 
commander in Iraq, ordered a separate, 
high-level investigation of the 800th Mil¬ 
itary Police Brigade. Major General Anto¬ 
nio Taguba was named to head that 
investigation. He and a team of investiga¬ 


tors spent the entire month of February 
conducting interviews at Abu Ghraib and 
elsewhere in Iraq. 

Crimes amid Chaos 

Taguba found a prison in chaos. It was 
filled beyond capacity while the guards 
who were supposed to be ensuring order 
were undertrained, undermanned, and 
short of the resources to do their job prop¬ 
erly. He also discovered that horrific abuses 
had indeed occurred. He cited numerous 
examples of “sadistic, blatant, and wanton 
criminal abuses.” 40 These abuses included 

This Iraqi prisoner, hooded and standing on 
a small box, was led to believe he would be 
shocked if he moved. 
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“pouring cold water on naked detainees; 
beating detainees with a broom handle and 
a chair; threatening male detainees with 
rape; allowing a military police guard to 
stitch the wound of a detainee who was in¬ 
jured after being slammed against the wall 
in his cell; sodomizing a detainee with a 
chemical light and perhaps a broom stick, 
and using military working dogs to 
frighten and intimidate detainees.” 41 

The situation was even more appalling 
when one realized, as Taguba’s final report 



General Taguba 


Major General Antonio Taguba, the army 
officer who first investigated the abuses at 
Abu Ghraib, is a Filipino immigrant whose 
own father was tortured during World War 
II. Tomas Taguba was captured by the 
Japanese and survived the infamous Bataan 
Death March, a forced march in which be¬ 
tween five and eleven thousand Allied sol¬ 
diers died. 

The Taguba family moved to Hawaii 
from the Philippines when Antonio was 
eleven years old. After graduating from col¬ 
lege at Idaho State in 1972, he joined the 
U.S. Army. As an officer he rose through the 
ranks and after twenty-five years of service 
became a general. During his career, Major 
General Taguba has been awarded the Dis¬ 
tinguished Service Medal, the Legion of 
Merit, and the Bronze Star. His reputation 
for honesty and integrity is a likely reason 
he was chosen to conduct the first investi¬ 
gation into the Abu Ghraib Scandal. 


concluded, that the majority of detainees 
at Abu Ghraib were not guilty of anything 
other than being in the wrong place at the 
wrong time. A confidential report given to 
the White House by the Red Cross noted 
that military intelligence officers they had 
talked with had estimated that 70 to 90 
percent of the prisoners detained in Iraq 
had been arrested by mistake. Taguba said 
that at least 60 percent of the inmates at 
Abu Ghraib were not deemed a threat, yet, 
because of a lack of a proper system to re¬ 
lease them in a timely manner, many had 
been kept behind bars indefinitely. 

In addition, Taguba had little good to 
say about what he claimed was the widest 
range of leadership failings he had ever 
seen. He was appalled at how poorly pre¬ 
pared the soldiers working in Iraq’s pris¬ 
ons had been for their difficult mission, 
and he attributed that to poor leadership. 
He recommended that Karpinski and seven 
military police officers and enlisted men not 
only be removed from command but for¬ 
mally reprimanded. On February 26, 2004, 
seventeen military personnel were suspended 
from their duties, but no details of their 
crimes were given to the public. On March 
20, six low-ranking soldiers were charged 
with abuses at Abu Ghraib. 

Investigation Remained 
Secret 

Since the Taguba report was classified as 
secret, its findings were not passed on to 
the American public. There seems to have 
been a conscious effort to keep Taguba’s 
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Army major general Antonio Taguba investigated the situation at Abu Ghraib. He blamed a 
lack of leadership for the cases of sadistic abuse he uncovered. 


finding within military circles. No doubt 
there was concern that the shocking abuses 
he found would cause an uproar if gener¬ 
ally known—both within the United States 
and the rest of the world. 

Even inside the military, knowledge of 
Abu Ghraib was severely restricted. “Every¬ 
body I’ve talked to said, ‘We just didn’t 


know’—not even in the J.C.S. [Joint Chiefs 
of Staff],” 42 one well-informed former intel¬ 
ligence official reported. The entire investi¬ 
gation was conducted under conditions of 
unusual secrecy. Although Taguba’s superior 
approved the report on April 6, few of the na¬ 
tion’s top military leaders at the Pentagon 
were aware of the report’s explosive findings. 
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The public comments made by Bush 
during this time suggest that he, too, had 
little awareness of the conclusions reached 
by the Taguba report. During March and 
April he and other members of his ad¬ 
ministration made a number of statements 
celebrating the fact that rape and torture 
were no longer a feature of Iraqi life. For 
example, the president told a group of 
women on March 12, 2004, that, “Every 
woman in Iraq is better off because the 
rape rooms and torture chambers of Sad¬ 
dam Hussein are forever closed.” 43 

A Bombshell Broadcast 

The lid of secrecy over the scandal, how¬ 
ever, was about be blown off with a dra¬ 
matic one-two punch. On April 12 the CBS 
television news program 60 Minutes II in¬ 
formed officials at the Pentagon in Wash¬ 
ington that they were about to broadcast a 
story on Abu Ghraib prison—a story that 
included graphic photographs of guards 
abusing prisoners. General Richard Mey¬ 
ers, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
made a hasty call to CBS News anchorman 
Dan Rather requesting that the broadcast 
be delayed. Meyers claimed that the pic¬ 
tures could incite violence against U.S. 
troops and might endanger hostages held 
by Iraqi militants. CBS agreed to delay the 
broadcast, but on April 28 they ran the 
story. 

The broadcast showed numerous pho¬ 
tographs of guards posing next to naked 
prisoners, as well as shots of prisoners be¬ 
ing forced into simulated sex acts. It also 


mentioned the existence of a picture of a 
dead Iraqi who appeared to have been 
badly beaten. One memorable shot, which, 
for many people, would come to represent 
the whole Abu Ghraib affair, showed a 
prisoner standing on a box with electrodes 
attached to his arms. Reportedly, he was 
told that if he fell off the box he would be 
electrocuted. Such methods were used to 
keep exhausted prisoners from falling 
asleep while standing up. Another hard-to- 
forget image showed a guard dog attack¬ 
ing a terrified, naked prisoner. In many of 
the pictures the Americans were laughing, 
posing, pointing, or giving the camera a 
thumbs-up. 

A spokesman for the U.S. military in 
Iraq also spoke during the 60 Minutes re¬ 
port. Brigadier General Mark Kimmett, 
deputy director of coalition operations in 
Iraq, noted that, “If we can’t hold ourselves 
up as an example of how to treat people 
with dignity and respect, we can’t ask that 
other nations do that to our soldiers.” 44 
Kimmit did his best to limit the damage to 
America’s image. He said that, if given the 
opportunity, he would tell the Iraqi peo¬ 
ple that these actions were reprehensible 
and not representative of all Americans. 
He had a similar message for the Ameri¬ 
can people: “Don’t judge your army based 
on the actions of a few.” 45 

Initial Reactions 

The CBS report was followed a few days 
later by an article in the New Yorker by 
Seymour Hersh that revealed the findings 
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In the wake of the Abu Ghraib scandal, a Libyan child participating in a protest holds a sign 
condemning the United States as a gross violator of human rights. 


51 



0 


The Iraqi Prisoner Abuse Scandal 


of the Taguba report. Taken together, the 
CBS broadcast and Hersh’s article un¬ 
leashed a firestorm of criticism—both 
within the United States and internation¬ 
ally. Like other international observers, La 
Razon, a newspaper in Madrid, Spain, 
noted that the damage done went far be¬ 
yond Iraq: “The authors of these despica¬ 
ble acts have not only degraded Iraqi 
prisoners; the humiliation has been suf¬ 
fered by the values of freedom and democ¬ 
racy that, theoretically, the forces of the 
West represent and defend.” 46 South 
Africa’s Business Day expanded on a simi¬ 
lar theme, wondering whether the scandal 
“may be the end of the assumption that the 
great democracies of the west are run by 
men and women of honor.... Being taken 
prisoners by the British or the Americans 
used to be a guarantee of safety. No 


longer.” 47 The pictures from Abu Ghraib 
horrified even America’s strongest ally, 
Britain. “We went to Iraq to get rid of that 
type of thing, not to do it,” 48 said British 
prime minister Tony Blair. 

Understandably, the harshest con¬ 
demnations came from the Middle East. 
In an interview with Ray Suarez of the 
Public Broadcasting System, Hisham Mel- 
hem, a correspondent for the Lebanese 
newspaper, As-Safir, voiced a disgust that 
was nearly universal in the Arab world: 

People were shocked, they were 
stunned that these abuses were occur¬ 
ring and that the Americans were the 
perpetrators now. Those who came 
supposedly to Iraq as liberators ended 
up as tormentors of those people. 
The irony is that these abuses were 



A Promise by the President 


On May 5, 2004, President Bush attempted 
to address the anger in the Arab world over 
Abu Ghraib by appearing on Al Arabiya, a 
twenty-four hour news station based in the 
Middle East. One of the first questions the 
reporter asked was how the president 
thought the scandal would be perceived in 
the Middle East: 

“Terrible. I think people in the Middle East 
who want to dislike America will use this as 
an excuse to remind people about their dis¬ 
like. I think the average citizen will say, this 


isn’t a country that I’ve been told about. 
We’re a great country because we’re a free 
country, and we do not tolerate these kind 
of abuses.... 

Secondly, it’s very important for the peo¬ 
ple of the Middle East to realize that the 
troops we have overseas are decent, honor¬ 
able citizens who care about freedom and 
peace; that they are working daily in Iraq to 
improve the lives of the Iraqi citizens, and 
these actions of a few people do not reflect 
the nature of the men and women who serve 
our country.” 
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taking place in Abu Ghraib, the most 
notorious prison during Saddam’s 
regime, a facility that should have 
been razed to the ground and in its 
place built a shrine or memorial to its 
many victims. 49 

Al-Ahram, a newspaper in Cairo, Egypt, 
was not alone in predicting that the scandal 
would ensure Arab hate and distrust of 
American policies for decades. Ahmed Abu 
Zeid, a member of Egypt’s parliament, 
warned “that the savage way the Americans 
dealt with Iraqi prisoners could create gen¬ 
erations of [terrorist mastermind Osama] 
Bin Ladens determined to take revenge and 
retaliate against America.” 50 

Mixed Reactions at Home 

President Bush was quick to assure the 
world that the United States was not prac¬ 
ticing torture. “Let me make very clear the 
position of my government and our coun¬ 
try: We do not condone torture,” the pres¬ 
ident said. “I have never ordered torture. I 
will never torture. The values of this coun¬ 
try are such that torture is not a part of our 
soul and our being.” 51 Elis words did little 
to put the issue to rest, however. Most 
Americans reacted with shock and dismay 
to news of the Iraqi prison scandal. As the 
shock wore off, controversy erupted. While 
some people were upset by the evidence 
suggesting that American soldiers were en¬ 
gaged in torture, others felt that the affair 
had been blown out of proportion. Two 
letters, published side by side in Time mag¬ 
azine, illustrate how Americans could think 


A Scandal Breaks 

about the scandal in entirely different ways. 
Ross Edwards of Palatine, Illinois, was ap¬ 
palled by the fact that the abuses at Abu 
Ghraib put all American soldiers in greater 
danger while at the same time tarnishing 
the nation’s reputation: 

As a former U.S. soldier who served in 
Iraq, I am ashamed of the abuse in¬ 
flicted on Abu Ghraib prisoners by 
American troops. The actions shown 
in the photographs were deliberate, 
and the soldiers’ excuse that they were 
simply following orders is absurd. 
Every U.S. service member has the 
right to decline an order that is 
morally wrong. All the proper train¬ 
ing in the world cannot replace a lack 
of morals. This scandal undermines 
everything that I and many others did 
to help the Iraqi people. 52 

Meanwhile, Chase Hoozer of Houston, 
Texas, spoke for those who believed that 
the scandal was overblown: “We should be 
angered by the extensive outrage over Abu 
Ghraib. It’s easy for people to judge sol¬ 
diers, but I thank them for the job they are 
doing. They are dealing with fighters who 
kill Americans without thought or con¬ 
cern. The critics should shut up.” 53 

Still others argued that what the pho¬ 
tographs depicted was not so much abuse as 
aggressive hazing or joking. Still others ar¬ 
gued that in the new war on terror, the 
United States owed no apologies. Influential 
radio talk show host Rush Limbaugh em¬ 
phatically told his audience of roughly 20 
million listeners that what had happened at 
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Abu Ghraib was no different than a prank 
at a college fraternity and that it would be a 
tragedy if soldiers’ lives were ruined over it. 
“I’m talking about people having a good 
time, these people, you ever heard of emo¬ 
tional release? You [ever] heard of the need 
to blow some steam off?” 54 

Rumsfeld Under Attack 

Perhaps the most visible administration fig¬ 
ure in the days after the scandal broke was 
Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld. Rums¬ 
feld quickly came under fire for behavior 
that suggested he did not consider the issue 


a high priority. He admitted that he had not 
read the Taguba report, which had been 
completed in February, until the first week 
of May. He had also not looked at the sick¬ 
ening photographs from Abu Ghraib until 
more than a week after they were shown on 
60 Minutes II. Members of the Senate Intel¬ 
ligence Committee were upset because 
Rumsfeld had briefed them on the Iraq war 
on the same day that the 60 Minutes story 
ran, yet he had not warned them about the 
shocking images that he knew were about to 
be broadcast. Some White House aides com¬ 
plained that, while Rumsfeld had mentioned 


Testifying on Capitol Hill in May 2004, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld accepts full 
responsibility for the Abu Ghraib scandal. 
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Abu Ghraib to President Bush back in 
February, he had done so with little 
sense of urgency. 

Rumsfeld also faced tough ques¬ 
tions about the possibility of Ameri¬ 
can troops committing murders. One 
of the more disturbing photos from 
Abu Ghraib showed a dead body 
wrapped in cellophane. According to 
reporter Seymour Hersh, the bruised 
and battered corpse had been packed 
in ice until someone decided the best 
way to dispose of it. After twenty-four 
hours, men posing as medics placed a 
fake intravenous needle in one arm, 
then took the body away to an undis¬ 
closed location. One of the guards tes¬ 
tified that the dead man’s name had 
never been entered into the prison’s 
inmate-control system. Calls for an ex¬ 
planation by Rumsfeld increased when 
it was revealed that since September 
11 at least twenty-four other prison¬ 
ers had died while in U.S. custody. 
“We’re not just talking about giving 
people a humiliating experience,” said 
Senator Lindsay Graham of South 
Carolina. “We’re talking about rape 
and murder and some very serious 
charges.” 55 

Graham was far from the only law¬ 
maker who wanted answers about Abu 
Ghraib. Both Democrats and Repub¬ 
licans expressed outrage. On Friday, 
May 7, Rumsfeld spent an uncomfort¬ 
able day testifying to Congress about 
Abu Ghraib. Fie said he took full re¬ 
sponsibility for what happened, but at 
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This photo shows an American soldier giving a 
thumbs-up over the body of a dead prisoner 
wrapped in cellophane. 
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the same time he implied that the scandal 
could have been prevented if someone had 
stepped forward. “It breaks our hearts,” he 
said at one point, “that someone did not say, 
‘Wait. Look, this is terrible. We need to do 
something.’” 56 

A Vow to Find the Truth 

President Bush’s actions immediately after 
the scandal broke left little doubt that he 
thought the matter was of grave concern. He 
said that the photographs sickened him, and 
he insisted that the events at Abu Ghraib did 
not represent the true nature of the Ameri¬ 
can people. He also took the unprecedented 
step of going on satellite television to broad¬ 
cast an explanation to the Arab world: 

This is a serious matter. It’s a matter 
that reflects badly on my country. Our 
citizens in America are appalled by 
what they saw, just like people in the 
Middle East are appalled. We share 
the same deep concerns. And we will 


find the truth, we will fully investi¬ 
gate. The world will see the investi¬ 
gation and justice will be served. 57 

Indeed, it became apparent to many 
observers that the way in which the scan¬ 
dal was handled could serve to salvage 
some of the damage done, or threaten to 
make things worse. As one Washington Post 
editorial reluctantly concluded: “Pentagon 
officials say they will pursue investigations 
vigorously and that those guilty of crime 
will be brought to justice. It is essential to 
the preservation of this country’s funda¬ 
mental values that they do so.” 58 

Whether relations with Arab countries 
could be mended remained to be seen, but 
the widespread shock and outrage spurred 
the U.S. government to launch a series of 
investigations that May. The investigators’ 
findings, it was hoped, would explain 
whether the atrocities at Abu Ghraib were 
caused by the actions of a few renegade sol¬ 
diers—or were evidence of a deeper, more 
widespread problem. 
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Bad Apples— 
or Bad Policy? 


I n the days after the Abu Ghraib scan¬ 
dal broke, it was widely believed that 
the abuses were limited to one partic¬ 
ular prison outside Baghdad and were 
caused by a few rogue soldiers, com¬ 
monly referred to as a few “bad ap¬ 
ples.” 59 However, as time passed, it 
became apparent that abuses had oc¬ 
curred at other U.S. detention facilities 
elsewhere in the world. It seemed that 
a changed official policy toward sus¬ 
pected terrorists was one cause of the 
scandal. New and tougher interroga¬ 
tion techniques intended for use on 
suspected terrorists came to be used on 
ordinary Iraqi citizens instead. The use 
of these techniques elsewhere made it 
difficult to claim that Abu Ghraib was 
an aberration. Another important 
cause of the scandal was a chaotic and 
unclear prison environment in which 
soldiers were unsure who was giving 
orders and supervisors were either un¬ 


aware of soldiers’ activity or negligent 
in seeing that the rules were followed. 

A Handful of 
Troublemakers 

During the immediate aftermath of 
Abu Ghraib, Bush administration of¬ 
ficials claimed that the abuses were 
limited to one prison and were not 
representative of U.S. policy. In hear¬ 
ings before Congress both General 
Richard Myers, chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, and his boss Defense 
Secretary Donald Rumsfeld apologized 
for what they repeatedly called “the ac¬ 
tions of a few” 60 rogue MPs and the 
military intelligence personnel who 
spurred them on to commit abuses. 

Meanwhile, a senior White House 
aide told reporters for Time magazine 
that the abuses were unrelated to in¬ 
terrogations at all. Instead, he asserted, 


In hearings before Congress, General Richard Myers and Rumsfeld condemned the instances 
of abuse as the actions of aberrant MPs and interrogators. 


it was the work of a few undisciplined MPs 
egged on by a ringleader who enjoyed abus¬ 
ing helpless Iraqis. “It was the night shift,” 61 
the aide claimed. Brigadier General Mark 
Kimmitt was asked what he would say to the 
people of Iraq. “This is wrong. This is rep¬ 
rehensible,” he replied. “But this is not rep¬ 
resentative of the 150,000 soldiers that are 
over here.” 62 

Those who believed the abuses were 
the work of an isolated few were pleased 


when the Pentagon’s inspector general con¬ 
cluded on July 22, 2004, after a study of 
ninety-four documented cases of prison 
abuse, that all were aberrations. That 
prompted statements of relief by some 
members of Congress. “This senator never 
doubted for a minute,” said Senator Jim 
Talent of Missouri, “that no senior leader 
in the United States Army or in the gov¬ 
ernment would tolerate inhumanity or 
cruelty to prisoners.” 63 Talent’s opinion was 
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shared by millions of Americans who did 
not think that the kinds of acts seen at Abu 
Ghraib would ever be explicitly sanctioned 
by senior military commanders. 

The Torture Memos— 
Changing the Rules 

However, as the scandal was further inves¬ 
tigated, it appeared to be much more com¬ 
plicated than originally thought. Indeed, 
the abuses at Abu Ghraib seemed to be 
connected to a general change in policy re- 
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garding the treatment of detainees in the 
war on terror. This suspicion arose when 
legal documents relating to the war on ter¬ 
ror were released by the White House in 
June 2004. Written by Justice Department 
lawyers, the documents indicated that the 
use of techniques that bordered on torture 
had been considered for use by people at 
the highest levels of the U.S. government. 

The media dubbed the documents as the 
“torture memos” 64 because they appeared 
to show a government actively searching 



Defending 


Following the uproar over the exposure of the 
Abu Ghraib scandal, many Americans called 
for Donald Rumsfeld’s resignation as secretary 
of defense. Others, however, said that he was 
doing a good job. Among Rumsfeld’s support¬ 
ers was Congressman Duncan Hunter, chair¬ 
man of the House Armed Services Committee: 


“Donald Rumsfeld is doing a good job. As 
Chairman of the House Armed Services 
Committee, I have found Secretary Rums¬ 
feld to be an effective manager of our mili¬ 
tary forces in the war on terrorism. 

Whether he is an effective leader of our 
military department, not his friendships on 
Capitol Hill, should and must be the basis 
on which he is judged.... The abuses at Abu 
Ghraib prison, which have resulted in six 
military personnel being recommended for 
courts-martial are, in isolation, serious. 
However, the proposition that Secretary 


Rumsfeld 


Rumsfeld should drop his focus on the wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan and devote all his 
time to Congressional and media hand¬ 
holding, is not acceptable.... 

Secretary Rumsfeld’s military comman¬ 
der in Iraq, General Sanchez, immediately 
initiated an investigation on January 16, 
2004, and announced that investigation to 
the world media at the same time. The in¬ 
vestigation resulted, to-date, with three per¬ 
sons being recommended to the U.S. Army 
Court Martial Convening Authority for gen¬ 
eral courts-martial. Simply put, the wheels 
of Army justice are moving and as the na¬ 
tion knows, will move much quicker than 
the domestic justice system.... 

Even Rumsfeld’s enemies must concede 
that the Secretary’s strong point is his effec¬ 
tiveness in the war theaters. In war that 
should be the only thing. We are at war: we 
need Secretary Rumsfeld.” 
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for ways around the provisions of the 
Geneva Conventions. 

The process seemed to have begun in 
February 2002 when Bush signed an order 
declaring that he had the power to suspend 
the Geneva Conventions when dealing 
with terrorists. Then, in August 2002, the 
Justice Department advised White House 
counsel Alberto Gonzales that torturing 
terrorism suspects might be legal. Finally, 
another memo in March 2003 found that 
“President Bush was not bound by either 
an international treaty prohibiting torture 
or by a federal anti-torture law.” 65 In 
essence, the president’s lawyers were claim¬ 
ing that in his wartime role as commander 
in chief the president could ignore laws 


against torture as he saw fit. These memos 
sharply departed from former U.S. policy, 
which stressed the importance of comply¬ 
ing with international laws against torture. 

Changing the definition of torture 
greatly expanded the tactics available to in¬ 
terrogators. It was claimed, for example, 
that inflicting moderate or fleeting pain 
was not necessarily torture and therefore 
broke no laws. The author of one memo, 
Assistant Attorney General Jay S. Bybee, 
argued that although such actions, while 
possibly cruel or inhuman, were not really 
torture. As long as the pain inflicted was of 
lesser intensity than the pain accompany¬ 
ing serious physical injury or even death, 
it did not count as torture. In addition, he 
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Taught to 


On May 24,2004, Newsweek magazine pub¬ 
lished a special report on the root causes of the 
abuses of the prison scandal. The article noted 
that the scenes from Abu Ghraib were unlikely 
to have been the work of rogue soldiers: 

“Indeed, the single most iconic image to 
come out of the abuse scandal—that of a 
hooded man standing naked on a box, arms 
outspread, with wires dangling from his fin¬ 
gers, toes and penis—may do a lot to un¬ 
dercut the administration’s case that this was 
the work of a few criminal MPs. That’s be¬ 
cause the practice shown in that photo is an 
arcane torture method known only to vet¬ 
erans of the interrogation trade. ‘Was that 


Torture? 


something that [an MP] dreamed up by her¬ 
self? Think again,’ says Darius Rejali, an ex¬ 
pert on the use of torture by democracies. 
‘That’s a standard torture. It’s called “the 
Vietnam.” But it’s not common knowledge. 
Ordinary American soldiers did this, but 
someone taught them.’ 

Who might have taught them? Almost 
certainly it was their superiors up the line. 
Some of the images from Abu Ghraib, like 
those of naked prisoners terrified by attack 
dogs or humiliated before grinning female 
guards, actually portray ‘stress and duress’ 
techniques officially approved at the high¬ 
est levels of the government for use against 
terrorist suspects.” 
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Although interrogators at Abu Ghraib were formally instructed to comply with guidelines for 
humane treatment, the evidence suggests they were encouraged to disregard them. 


claimed that inflicting mental pain or suf¬ 
fering—like pressing a gun to a prisoner’s 
head and threatening to pull the trigger— 
would qualify as torture only if it resulted 
in psychological harm that lasted months 
or years. 

In 2002 and 2003 lawyers for the State 
Department, as well as military lawyers, ex¬ 


pressed concerns that memos like Bybee’s 
signalled a drastic and unwise policy 
change. The criticism of William H. Taft IV, 
legal adviser for the State Department, was 
blunt. In a letter to the Justice Department 
he argued that the Justice Department’s ad¬ 
vice to the president was deeply flawed and 
“contrary to the official position of the 
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United States, the United Nations, and all 
other states that have considered the is¬ 
sue.” 66 Military lawyers opposed the change 
in policy because it did not provide clear 
guidance on acceptable tactics. “Once you 
start telling people it’s okay to break the 
law,” said one, “there’s no telling where they 
might stop.” 67 Secretary of State Colin Pow¬ 
ell, a former soldier who had seen combat 
in Vietnam, was also skeptical. He sharply 
disagreed with the notion that the United 
States could disregard the provisions of the 
Geneva Conventions under any circum¬ 
stances. 

"Why Is Standing Limited to 
Four Hours?" 

The threat of terrorist attacks on innocent 
Americans, however, was deemed too se¬ 
rious to fully heed such concerns. There¬ 
fore, in late 2002 Rumsfeld approved a list 
of aggressive interrogation techniques that 
could be used at the detention facility in 
Guantanamo Bay. These included strip¬ 
ping prisoners, intimidating them with 
dogs, subjecting them to twenty-hour in¬ 
terrogations, and forcing them to remain 
in stressful positions. In one memo an of¬ 
ficial proposed limiting to four hours the 
length of time detainees could be forced to 
stand in one position. A note scrawled in 
the margin by Rumsfeld shows that he 
took an active interest in how the tech¬ 
niques were applied. “I stand for 8-10 
hours a day,” he wrote. “Why is standing 
limited to four hours?” 68 After these tech¬ 
niques were found to be legal in March 


2003, Secretary Rumsfeld then approved a 
final list of twenty-four interrogation tech¬ 
niques to be used on terrorist suspects at 
Guantanamo. The methods Rumsfeld au¬ 
thorized included limiting prisoners’ food, 
denying them clothing, subjecting them to 
body cavity searches, and keeping them 
awake for as long as ninety-six hours. 

According to newspaper reports, those 
techniques were likely put to use by the 
CIA in Afghanistan and Guantanamo Bay 
shortly after they were approved. A De¬ 
cember 2002 article on terrorist suspects 
in Afghanistan in the Washington Post 
shows how detainees there were treated: 

Those who refuse to cooperate inside 
this secret CIA interrogation center 
are sometimes kept standing or 
kneeling for hours, in black hoods or 
spray-painted goggles, according to 
intelligence specialists familiar with 
CIA interrogation methods. At times 
they are held in awkward, painful po¬ 
sitions and deprived of sleep with a 
24-hour bombardment of lights— 
subject to what are known as stress 
and duress techniques. 69 

The line between torture and interro¬ 
gation, the Post noted, had already begun 
to blur. While official policy publicly de¬ 
nounced the use of torture, each of the na¬ 
tional security officials interviewed for the 
article defended the use of violence against 
captives as just and necessary. An official 
who supervised the capture and transfer 
of accused terrorists summarized the pre¬ 
vailing attitude. “If you don’t violate some- 


62 


one’s human rights some of the time,” he 
said, “y° u probably aren’t doing your job.” 70 

Treatment during the first few hours 
of captivity, intended to instill fear and 
anxiety, could be particularly brutal: 

According to Americans with direct 
knowledge... captives are often “soft¬ 
ened up by MPs and U.S. Army Spe¬ 
cial Forces troops who beat them up 
and confine them in tiny rooms. The 
alleged terrorists are commonly 
blindfolded and thrown into walls, 
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bound in painful positions, subjected 
to loud noises and deprived of sleep. 
The tone of intimidation and fear is 
the beginning, they said, of a process 
of piercing a prisoner’s resistance. 71 

From Guantanamo 
to Abu Ghraib 

As the Abu Ghraib scandal was further in¬ 
vestigated, it seemed likely that the rough 
techniques approved for interrogators to 



The Reuters Incident 


In January 2004 three employees of Reuters, an 
international news agency based in London, 
were arrested by American soldiers near Fallu- 
jah—even though they had no weapons and 
carried press badges. They were eventually re¬ 
leased, but as Greg Mitchell noted in Editor and 
Publisher, they were subjected to days of phys¬ 
ical and sexual abuse while confined. Their 
treatment—as well as the use of badges — sug¬ 
gests an organized system of abuse that applied 
to other prisons beside Abu Ghraib: 

“Bags were alternately placed on their heads 
and taken off again. Deafening music was 
played on loudspeakers directly into their ears 
and they were told to dance around the room. 
Sometimes when they were doing this, sol¬ 
diers would shine very bright [flashlights] into 
their eyes and hit them with the [flashlights]. 
They were told to lie on the floor and wiggle 
their backsides in the air to the music.... 


Soldiers would whisper in their ears, 
‘One, two, three ...’ and then shout some¬ 
thing loudly right beside their ear. All of 
this went on all night. . . . [One of the 
Reuters’ employees named] Ahmad said he 
collapsed by morning. [Another named] 
Sattar said he collapsed after Ahmad and 
began vomiting.... 

Ahmad said he was forced to insert a 
finger into his anus and lick it. He was also 
forced to lick and chew a shoe. For some 
of the interrogation, tissue paper was 
placed in his mouth and he had difficulty 
breathing and speaking.... 

Ahmad and Sattar both said that they 
were given badges with the letter C on 
them. They did not know what the badges 
meant but whenever they were being taken 
from one place to another in the base, if 
any soldier saw their badge they would 
stop to slap them or hurl abuse.” 
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A U.S. Marine working with a patrol dog conducts vehicle searches at the U.S. Naval base in 
Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. Interrogators at the Guantanamo prison compound are reported to 
have used such dogs to intimidate prisoners. 
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use on terrorists at Guantanamo had 
found their way to Iraq. Indeed, many of 
the interrogation techniques used by 
guards at Abu Ghraib bore a striking re¬ 
semblance to those that had been used 
elsewhere. Hooding prisoners and strip¬ 
ping them naked, for example, had been 
done frequently at Guantanamo and in 
Afghanistan. The use of dogs to intimidate 
detainees had also been used at both places 
and were clearly part of the interrogation 
process at Abu Ghraib. 

Military dog handlers like Sergeant 
Michael Smith and Sergeant Santos Car¬ 
dona testified that they were called to Abu 
Ghraib frequently in December 2003 and 
January 2004. Normally, the dogs searched 
for hidden drugs, explosives, and weapons. 
Their presence at Abu Ghraib, however, 
was requested by military intelligence of¬ 
ficers—one of whom told investigators 
that intimidating prisoners with unmuz¬ 
zled dogs had been recommended by a 
two-star general. 

The idea that the dog handlers were 
operating on their own did not seem plau¬ 
sible. Colonel Thomas Pappas, comman¬ 
der of the 205th Military Intelligence 
Brigade, said that when General Geoffrey 
Miller visited in the fall of 2003 he spoke 
admiringly of what could be accomplished 
with dogs. Said Pappas, “It was a technique 
I had personally discussed with General 
Miller when he was here. He said that they 
used military working dogs at Gitmo 
[Guantanamo] and that they were effec¬ 
tive in setting the atmosphere for which, 
you know, you could get information.” 72 


Miller, however, denied that he talked with 
Pappas about using guard dogs for inter¬ 
rogation or that dogs were used for inter¬ 
rogations at Guantanamo. 

Regardless of who authorized the use 
of dogs, there is no doubt that the policy 
encouraged sadistic impulses by some. 
Specialist John Harold Ketzer, a military 
intelligence interrogator, testified that on 
January 13, 2004, he saw a dog team cor¬ 
ner two male prisoners against a wall. One 
prisoner was hiding behind the other and 
screaming. “When I asked what was going 
on in the cell,” Ketzer recalled, “the handler 
stated that he was just scaring them, and 
that he and another of the handlers was 
having a contest to see how many detainees 
they could get to urinate on themselves.” 73 

"Ghosts" by the Dozens 

There were other questionable practices 
that looked less like the whims of depraved 
soldiers and more like official policy that 
had gone terribly wrong. One such prac¬ 
tice involved hiding prisoners’ identities 
and whereabouts from the Red Cross— 
such prisoners are called “ghost detainees” 74 
because no one knows their whereabouts. 
Hiding prisoners from the Red Cross is a 
violation of the Geneva Conventions since 
that organization’s job is to monitor the 
treatment of all detainees. When govern¬ 
ments secretly imprison people, prisoners 
can be abused without the Red Cross find¬ 
ing out. If the prisoner dies, the govern¬ 
ment can simply claim that it never saw the 
individual. Major General Taguba, who 
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conducted one of the first investigations at 
Abu Ghraib, found ghost detainees there 
and at other prisons in Iraq. He con¬ 
demned the practice as deceptive, contrary 
to army doctrine, and a clear violation of 
international law. 

The International Committee of the 
Red Cross had suspected the United States 
was hiding detainees in prisons all over the 
world. One clue was that terror suspects 
reported as captured by the FBI did not 
turn up on prisoner lists. Meanwhile, the 
United States refused Red Cross demands 
to provide complete lists of the prisoners 
it was holding or to allow visits to all its 
prisons. Security concerns were usually 
given as the reason: The United States did 
not want terrorists to find out where or if 
their comrades were being held. 

During the summer of 2004 the num¬ 
ber of confirmed ghost detainees began 
climbing. Rumsfeld admitted in June that 
he had ordered a prisoner be hidden from 
the Red Cross. He said he did so at the re¬ 
quest of the CIA. Although the prisoner 
had not been held at Abu Ghraib, the in¬ 
cident illustrated the involvement of high- 
level administration officials in prisoner 
handling. In the months following Rums¬ 
feld’s admission, the Defense Department 
conceded that it had found eight other hid¬ 
den detainees. 

Then, in September, General Paul 
Kern, who conducted an army investiga¬ 
tion of the 205th Military Intelligence 
Brigade, told the Senate Armed Services 
Committee that the number of ghost de¬ 
tainees may have been as high as one hun¬ 


dred. It was difficult to know the exact 
number because the CIA did not cooper¬ 
ate with the investigation. Critics of the 
theory that Abu Ghraib was caused by a 
few rogue soldiers note that moving ghost 
detainees from place to place underneath 
the noses of superiors was not something 
low-ranking soldiers could do. Higher¬ 
ranking officers must have been involved. 

Suspicious Deaths 

In addition to ghost detainess, the number 
of detainees that had died during their in¬ 
carceration was suspiciously high. By the 
summer of 2004 at least thirty-seven pris¬ 
oners had died while in U.S. custody. The 
fact that only two deaths could be con¬ 
nected to Abu Ghraib was particularly 
troubling because it suggested the problem 
went beyond just one prison. Of the thirty- 
seven confirmed deaths, at least ten were 
acknowledged as homicides by the Defense 
Department. Tellingly, all but one of the 
homicides occurred during or after an in¬ 
terrogation. 

For example, after Major General 
Hamed Mowhoush, former chief of Iraqi 
air defenses, died in a detention facility 
north of Baghdad in 2003, the Defense De¬ 
partment released a statement reporting 
that he had died of natural causes—even 
though the autopsy report found that he 
had died from “asphyxia due to smother¬ 
ing and chest compression.” 75 When the 
Denver Post investigated, they learned that 
two soldiers had wrapped the general 
tightly inside a sleeping bag and then sat 
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A photograph taken inside Abu Ghraib captures the isolation and anonymity of the detainees 
held there. 


on his chest while covering his nose and 
mouth. Only after the Colorado paper 
published its charges did the Defense De¬ 
partment begin an investigation. 

Degradation by Design? 

Another indication that the abuse of pris¬ 
oners at Abu Ghraib was not a lone occur¬ 


rence was the character of the abuses. They 
systematically violated so many norms of 
Arab culture that it seemed unlikely to be a 
coincidence. For example, Gary Myers, a de¬ 
fense attorney for one of the MPs accused 
of the abuses, wondered whether a group of 
young reservists from rural Virginia could 
have come up with the idea that the best way 
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to embarrass Arabs and get them to talk was 
to have them walk around in the nude. A 
pamphlet given to Marine Corps troops be¬ 
ing sent to Iraq, for example, clearly outlined 
behaviors that are offensive in Arab cultures. 
Among the “do’s and don’ts” listed were these 
guidelines: 

Do not shame or humiliate a man in 
public. Shaming a man will cause him 
and his family to be anti-Coalition. 

Shame is given by placing hoods over 
a detainee’s head. Avoid this practice. 

Placing a detainee on the ground or 
putting a foot on him implies you are 
God. This is one of the worst things we 
can do. 

The most important qualifier for all 
shame is a third party to witness the 
act. If you must do something likely to 
cause shame, remove the person from 
the view of others. 76 

Yet the guards’ behavior at Abu Ghraib 
turned these guidelines upside down. Every¬ 
thing—especially the forced nudity, sexual 
games, and the public humiliation of groups 
of prisoners—seemed designed to produce 
the maximum humiliation. And the lack of 
effort to hide their activities led some ob¬ 
servers to believe that the MPs thought they 
had the approval of their superiors. As 
Hersh put it, “The 372nds’ [the 372nd Mil¬ 
itary Police company] abuse of prisoners 
seemed almost routine—a fact of Army life 
that the soldiers felt no need to hide.” 77 


Official Findings: Confusion 
and Lack of Oversight 

In late August the findings of two long- 
awaited investigations into the Abu Ghraib 
scandal were announced. As it turned out, 
neither report limited responsibility to a 
few rogue soldiers. However, although they 
did find ample evidence of poor leadership 
and unclear or conflicting goals, they did 
not find evidence of an official army pol¬ 
icy that explicitly condoned torture. 

The first report detailed an army in¬ 
vestigation headed by Major General 
George Fay and two other generals. Fay’s 
findings extended responsibility beyond 
the handful of military police and intelli¬ 
gence personnel previously implicated. The 
Fay report cited forty-four separate in¬ 
stances of abuses involving nearly fifty peo¬ 
ple. Although some observers considered 
the involvement of that many soldiers firm 
evidence of widespread mistreatment, oth¬ 
ers pointed out that in an army number¬ 
ing tens of thousands, it was not that great 
a number. 

Speaking with reporters at the Penta¬ 
gon, General Paul J. Kern, one of the three 
generals heading the Fay report, seemed to 
agree with that viewpoint. “We found that 
the pictures you have seen, as revolting as 
they are, were not the result of any doc¬ 
trine, training or policy failures, but viola¬ 
tions of the law and misconduct. We’ve 
learned that there were leaders at Abu 
Ghraib who knew about this conduct, 
knew better, and did nothing. Some sol¬ 
diers behaved improperly because they 
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were confused by their experiences and di¬ 
rection.” 78 

The other investigation, headed by for¬ 
mer defense secretary James Schlesinger, 
found even more evidence of mistreat¬ 
ment. The Schlesinger panel received about 
three hundred reports of serious abuses 
and confirmed sixty-six of them before 
announcing their findings. Some of the 
brutality seems to have involved guards 
amusing themselves—those incidents 
could have been the work of just a few 
rogue soldiers. But at least a third of the 
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confirmed abuses took place during inter¬ 
rogations. In those instances the guards 
were acting at the request of military in¬ 
telligence officers, weakening the idea that 
the abuses were independent acts. 

Both Schlesinger and Fay criticized the 
chaos caused by an unclear command 
structure. They particularly noted the con¬ 
fusion caused by differing interrogation 
policies. There were at least three separate 
interrogation policies in operation at Abu 
Ghraib—those cited in army field manu¬ 
als, those used by interrogators who came 



At a press conference, General Paul J. Kern explains the findings of the Fay report, which 
concluded that the abuse of prisoners was not the result of an official policy of torture. 












Lieutenant General Ricardo S. Sanchez was criticized for 
frequently changing the rules for interrogations. 


to Iraq from Afghanistan, and a 
third set modeled after tech¬ 
niques used at Guantanamo Bay. 
The situation was further com¬ 
plicated by the presence of CIA 
officers and civilians with unclear 
authority who nevertheless sug¬ 
gested ways to “soften up” de¬ 
tainees. 

The Fay report concluded 
that the CIA’s harsh detention 
and interrogation practices poi¬ 
soned the atmosphere at Abu 
Ghraib. The CIA’s abuse of pris¬ 
oners encouraged military per¬ 
sonnel to deviate from accepted 
practices. When MPs and mili¬ 
tary intelligence officers saw 
CIA officials mistreating pris¬ 
oners with impunity, some be¬ 
gan to do the same themselves. 
The report also described how 
the behavior spread. As the re¬ 
port stated, “What started as 
nakedness and humiliation, 
stress and physical training (ex¬ 
ercise), carried over into sexual 
and physical assaults by a small 
group of morally corrupt and 
unsupervised soldiers and civil¬ 
ians.” 79 The report also criticized 
the CIA for not cooperating with 
investigators. Because the CIA 
denied access to its documents 
and personnel, a full accounting 
of what really happened at Abu 
Ghraib may never be made. 
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Higher-Ups Faulted 

But sections of the report not released pub¬ 
licly (but dug up by the New York Times ) 
were critical of the top commander in Iraq, 
General Ricardo S. Sanchez. In the fall of 
2003 Sanchez changed the rules for inter¬ 
rogations three times in thirty days. The 
resulting confusion contributed to nu¬ 
merous violations of the Geneva Conven¬ 
tions. Another part of the report found 
that harsh practices previously used in 
questioning al Qaeda and Taliban detainees 
in Afghanistan and Guantanamo were un¬ 
lawfully transferred to Iraq. 

In assessing responsibility for Abu 
Ghraib, the Schlesinger panel pointed fur¬ 
ther up the chain of command. It chastised 
the Defense Department’s most senior 
civilian and military leaders for setting the 
stage for abuses. They were accused of is¬ 
suing unclear orders, planning poorly, and 
responding slowly to reports of problems. 

Testimony by the officer who oversaw 
interrogations at Abu Ghraib also sug¬ 
gested that senior officials shared some of 
the blame. According to Lieutenant 
Colonel Steven Jordan, officials in Wash¬ 
ington were intensely interested in the in¬ 
terrogations at Abu Ghraib. Jordan claimed 
that his boss, Colonel Thomas Pappas, told 
him more than once that their intelligence 
reports were being read by Defense Secre¬ 
tary Rumsfeld and by officials at CIA head¬ 
quarters. Jordan’s word may not be 
completely trustworthy—General Taguba 
believed that Jordan had lied to his inves¬ 
tigators on several occasions. Still, the main 
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up¬ 
thrust of Jordan’s statement matches rec¬ 
ollections of other officers who reported 
intense interest from higher-ups. 

Although the Schlesinger panel did not 
mention Rumsfeld by name, it implies that 
he bore considerable responsibility—for 
not providing enough troops and for not 
clarifying policies. It noted that when Gen¬ 
eral Karpinski asked for more troops to 
help her overstretched forces at Abu 
Ghraib, that request was denied. Instead, 
she was told to “wear her stars” 80 (that is, 
act like a general) and solve the problem 
by herself. Both the Fay and Schlesinger re¬ 
ports strongly suggest that the problems at 
Abu Ghraib were the result of leadership 
failures and a policy spinning out of con¬ 
trol. 

"A Simple Truth" 

Although neither report said so specifically, 
both supported the conclusion reached by 
award-winning reporter, Mark Danner. A 
staff writer for the New Yorker and profes¬ 
sor of journalism at the University of Cal¬ 
ifornia at Berkeley, Danner wrote: 

Behind the exotic brutality so painstak¬ 
ingly recorded at Abu Ghraib, and the 
multiple tangled plotlines that will be 
teased out in the coming weeks and 
months . . . lies a simple truth, well 
known but not yet publicly admitted 
in Washington: that since the attacks 
of September 11, 2001, officials of the 
United States at various locations 
around the world, from Bagram in 
Afghanistan to Guantanamo in Cuba 
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to Abu Ghraib in Iraq, have been tor¬ 
turing prisoners. 81 

After September 11, the military’s long¬ 
time commitment to the Geneva Conven¬ 


tions eroded under an aggressive plan to 
deal with terrorism. Harsh interrogation 
techniques used by the CIA in Afghanistan 
began to be used by the military as well— 
first at Guantanamo Bay and then in Iraq. 


An Iraqi prisoner peers through the bars of his cell at the Al-Ma'qal prison in Basra. The 
Geneva Conventions were designed to protect his right to humane treatment. 




Bad Apples—or Bad Policy? 


Pressure to do something about a rising in¬ 
surgency led to the same tactics being used 
against Iraqi citizens without connections 
to terrorism. An article in USA Today may 
best sum up the scandal’s causes: “There’s 
no evidence of a high-level order to engage 
broadly in torture. Just the opposite. But 
neither can the problem be blamed on a few 
bad actors. At the very least, it suggests in¬ 


difference and conflicting goals at the high¬ 
est levels that encouraged the abusers.” 82 

Of the hundreds of thousands of Amer¬ 
ican soldiers who served in Iraq, only a rela¬ 
tive handful abused Iraqi prisoners. Although 
those who did so were held accountable, both 
senior military and civilian leaders share 
blame for failing to set clear guidelines on 
how prisoners should be treated. 
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The Legacy of 
Abu Ghraib 


T he costs and effects of Abu Ghraib 
are substantial—and yet to be fully 
determined. When legal proceedings 
against the scandal’s most visible par¬ 
ticipants began, it seemed likely that 
the scandal’s ultimate cost would hinge 
on whether the U.S. government was 
seen as making a sincere effort to find 
and punish all those responsible. De¬ 
spite unanswered questions about the 
ultimate responsibility, it is likely that 
the scandal had tarnished America’s 
image as a defender of human rights 
and limited its international influence. 
The images of Abu Ghraib became re¬ 
cruiting tools for terrorists and in¬ 
creased the odds that American 
soldiers captured in future conflicts 
would be mistreated. The scandal also 
led to restrictions on presidential pow¬ 
ers and raised questions about Amer¬ 
ica’s moral authority in the war on 
terrorism. 


When the first photographs of 
U.S. soldiers humiliating and tortur¬ 
ing prisoners at Abu Ghraib were re¬ 
leased, there was a sense that the way 
the situation was handled might mit¬ 
igate the damage. Many Americans 
pointed out that, as appalling as the 
pictures were, the responsible parties 
would be found and justice would be 
served. Secretary of State Cohn Pow¬ 
ell sought to reassure foreign leaders 
that the situation would be corrected. 
“Watch America,” he said. “Watch 
how we deal with this. Watch how 
America will do the right thing.” 83 

Changes Caused by 
Abu Ghraib 

Both the judicial system and the Bush 
administration made immediate at¬ 
tempts to rectify what happened at 
Abu Ghraib. 
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On June 23, 2004, in what was seen by 
many as an attempt to undo the damage 
done by the “torture memos,” the Justice 
Department announced that it was rewrit¬ 
ing its legal advice on how interrogations 
could be conducted. A few days later the 
CIA said that it was suspending the use of 
interrogation techniques at its detention 
facilities around the world until a ruling 


could be made on what was permissible. 
Suspended techniques included suffocat¬ 
ing prisoners until they were close to los¬ 
ing consciousness, shining bright lights in 
their eyes, blasting them with loud noises, 
and forcing them into stressful positions. 

Also in June, the Senate passed a measure 
attempting to limit U.S. interrogation tech¬ 
niques to those that the U.S. would consider 


Iraqi citizens demonstrate in Baghdad in May 2004, as the first American soldiers accused of 
abusing prisoners are arraigned in court. 
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Finding Out Who Knew 


Elizabeth Holtzman is a former congress- 
woman from New York who served on the 
House Judiciary Committee during the im¬ 
peachment of Richard Nixon. In an article 
for Newsday, she voiced the belief, shared by 
many, that undoing the damage of Abu 
Ghraib required a full accounting of the role 
of higher ranking officials: 

“We need to know what directives [Presi¬ 
dent] Bush gave for CIA and military in¬ 
terrogations in Iraq. We also need to know 
what the president and his subordinates, 
such as Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld, knew about inhuman treat¬ 
ments of Iraqi prisoners—and when they 
knew it and what they did about it.... 

We know that the orders for inhuman 
treatment came directly from Lt. Gen. Ri¬ 
cardo Sanchez, the top military officer in 


Iraq. But we don’t yet know where he got 
his orders.... 

We simply cannot prosecute only the ‘small 
fry’ [that is, the lone soldier] for this scandal 
that has undercut our mission in Iraq and be¬ 
smirched our reputation. We have to demon¬ 
strate the rule of law applies to everyone 
responsible, including the president, if the ev¬ 
idence warrants.... There must be a thorough 
investigation of the higher-ups, and that re¬ 
quires a full congressional inquiry and the ap¬ 
pointment of a special prosecutor. 

The horrendous mistreatment of Iraqi 
prisoners has disgraced the United States 
and endangered our troops and citizens. 
The best way to vindicate our country and 
undo the damage done to Iraqi prisoners 
is to ensure that everyone responsible is 
held accountable—without exceptions. We 
may pay a terrible price if we fail to do so.” 


legal for other nations to use. The proposed 
law also urged that detainees be released or 
prosecuted promptly—not held indefinitely. 

In July 2004 the Supreme Court ruled 
that the president could not lock up sus¬ 
pected terrorists indefinitely without first 
giving them a chance to show that they had 
been wrongfully captured. Abu Ghraib was 
not mentioned in the decision, but ac¬ 
cording to Steven Shapiro, national legal 
director for the American Civil Liberties 
Union, “it is hard to believe that it did not 
affect the court and reinforce the view that 
unchecked power invites abuse.” 84 


In the immediate aftermath of Abu 
Ghraib, charges were filed against six of the 
low-ranking soldiers whose faces could be 
identified from the photographs. The De¬ 
fense Department was not disposed to act 
kindly toward these men and women. One 
official at the Pentagon referred to them as 
“the six morons who lost the war.” 85 Be¬ 
cause twenty-four-year-old Specialist Je¬ 
remy Sivits agreed to plead guilty to all the 
criminal charges filed against him, he was 
the first accused offender to be sentenced. 
Sivits was given a year in prison and a dis¬ 
charge for bad conduct. He described the 
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situation at Abu Ghraib as something out 
of a horror movie and apologized for what 
he had done. “It was wrong. It should not 
have happened,” he testified. “I’ve let every¬ 
body down.” 86 In October 2004, Staff Sgt. 
Ivan “Chip” Frederick followed Sivits to 
prison. Frederick was given a sentence of 
eight years. 

Sivits and Frederick were two of the 
seven low-ranking reservists initially ac¬ 
cused of crimes. They and their fellow mil¬ 
itary policemen and policewomen all 
defended their actions in a similar fashion. 
Private First Class Lyndie England, a fe¬ 
male soldier seen in photos leading a naked 
Iraqi around on a dog leash, said she had 
acted at the request of intelligence officers 
who wanted her to soften up prisoners for 
questioning. Sergeant Javal S. Davis, an¬ 
other of the military policemen charged 
with crimes, was asked why he did not re¬ 
port the abusive behavior he saw. He 
replied that Military Intelligence controlled 
that wing of the prison and that he and the 
other military police assumed that if they 
were doing anything wrong, someone 
would have said something. Davis was 
asked about Specialist Charles Graner, who 
seemed to have been involved in some of 
the most brutal abuses: 

The MI [military intelligence] staffs, to 
my understanding, have been giving 
Graner compliments on the way he 
has been handling the MI holds [pris¬ 
oners held by military intelligence], 
[an] example being statements like 
“Good job, they’re breaking down 


real fast”; “They answer every ques¬ 
tion”; “They’re giving out good in¬ 
formation, finally”; and “Keep up the 
good work”—stuff like that. 87 

Like many of the MPs charged with of¬ 
fenses, Sivits pointed out that he and other 
prison guards had been working alongside 
military intelligence personnel who en¬ 
couraged the very behavior he and others 
were now being punished for. Not until 
September 2004, however, was the first mil¬ 
itary intelligence soldier court-martialed. 
Specialist Armin Cruz was sentenced to 
eight months in jail for mistreating pris¬ 
oners. In January 2005, Graner was sen¬ 
tenced to ten years in jail for his role in the 
abuse. 

Did More Deserve Justice? 

Although dozens of other MPs and intel¬ 
ligence specialists were facing punishment, 
some human rights advocates and other 
observers began to complain the investi¬ 
gators were focused too intently on the low 
end of the chain of command. It was be¬ 
lieved that higher-ranking officials might 
be responsible for pieces of the puzzle but 
were not being investigated. It was still un¬ 
clear, for example, who had ordered Gen¬ 
eral Geoffrey Miller, the former commander 
at Guantanamo, to overhaul interrogation 
practices at Abu Ghraib. It was also unclear 
what intelligence recommendations Miller 
had made—and which ones were then ap¬ 
proved by General Ricardo Sanchez, the 
top commander in Iraq. Sanchez told Con¬ 
gress he never approved the illegal use of 
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Just Following Orders 


Most of the MPs accused of abusing Iraqis 
inside Abu Ghraib said that they were fol¬ 
lowing orders given to them by intelligence 
officers. The “following orders” defense is 
also called the Nuremberg defense because 
it was used in the Nuremberg trials which 
prosecuted Nazi war criminals after World 
War II. 

Germans accused of war crimes claimed 
they were not responsible for their actions be¬ 
cause they were only doing what their supe¬ 
riors told them. That was not considered a 
sufficient excuse—the judges at Nuremberg 
said that the accused should have known the 
orders were criminal. Likewise, during the 
Vietnam War, an American officer named 
William Calley used a similar defense unsuc¬ 
cessfully. Calley and his men killed most of 
the people living in a village called My Lai. 

Lawyers for the accused MPs at Abu 
Ghraib, however, note that there is a big dif¬ 


ference between murder and abuse. They 
also question whether reservists knew 
enough about the Geneva Conventions to 
disobey orders that violated them. “Ask any 
American what the Geneva Conventions 
require in the gray area of intimidation, or 
ask a young, unsophisticated private 
guarding a prison while their buddies on 
the outside are being shot,” said one de¬ 
fense lawyer. “You’re going to do exactly as 
they did if told to.” 

Although a jury could conclude that an 
accused soldier might not have known he or 
she was breaking the law, the accused faced 
a huge problem with such a defense—they 
also had to prove who gave them the orders. 
However, many of the officers and civilians 
working at Abu Ghraib never clearly iden¬ 
tified themselves. In addition, some of the 
superior officers who were there denied giv¬ 
ing orders to torture prisoners. 


dogs, yet he was not asked why his signa¬ 
ture appeared on orders allowing inter¬ 
rogators to use dogs and other illegal 
measures. Perhaps the most important 
question that was left unanswered was the 
matter of exactly who, if anyone, in the 
Pentagon knew of the interrogation prac¬ 
tices going on at Abu Ghraib. 

The Defense Department launched at 
least eight separate investigations after Abu 
Ghraib hit the news. Yet, the independence 
of the investigators—all of whom were 
working for their ultimate boss, Secretary 


Rumsfeld—was questioned from the very 
beginning. “How,” asked Reed Brody, spe¬ 
cial counsel for Human Rights Watch, “are 
investigators appointed by Rumsfeld go¬ 
ing to determine whether Rumsfeld 
ordered, condoned, or acquiesced in tor¬ 
ture?” 88 Brody cited the first investigation 
conducted by Lieutenant General Paul 
Mikolashek, the army’s inspector general. 
Mikolashek looked at ninety-four cases of 
detainee abuse in Afghanistan and Iraq. 
Brody believed that this many cases of 
abuse were clear evidence of a widespread 


78 



The Legacy of Abu Ghraib 


pattern of abuse that must have been ei¬ 
ther condoned or ignored by superior of¬ 
ficers. But Mikolashek concluded that the 
abuses did not result from any policy and 
were not the fault of senior officials. In¬ 
stead, he said, they were unauthorized ac¬ 
tions taken by a few individuals. 

General Karpinski, who was relieved 
of her command, was the highest-ranking 


officer to be punished for Abu Ghraib. In 
public statements she insisted that she was 
being made a scapegoat for others above 
her who were more responsible. She claims 
that she argued with Miller when he rec¬ 
ommended turning over the prison to mil¬ 
itary intelligence but that he insisted that 
she do so because his recommendation had 
the backing of Sanchez. Speaking of the 



General Janis Karpinski was in charge of Iraqi prisons during the Abu Ghraib abuses. She is 
the highest-ranking official to be punished for the scandal thus far. 
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area where the worst abuses occurred, she 
said, “That particular cellblock was under 
the control of the military intelligence 
command at the time and in fact from No¬ 
vember on Abu Ghraib Prison was under 
the control of the military intelligence 
command.” 89 Karpinski’s attorney, Neal 
Puckett, claims that the Taguba investiga¬ 
tion’s mission was limited to finding out 
what was wrong with the 800th MP 
Brigade and therefore was not likely to find 
wrongdoing elsewhere. He accused the in¬ 
vestigation of not being interested in find¬ 
ing the truth: “The direction was not 
something terrible has happened, go find 
out what went wrong and . . . then we’ll 
deal with it.” 90 

Abu Ghraib and 
Arab Anger 

Whether all of the appropriate people were 
brought to justice in America mattered lit¬ 
tle to the average Iraqi. The pictures of 
beatings and humiliations of their fellow 
citizens hardened Iraqi attitudes toward 
the coalition. Even before the abuses were 
revealed, many had been enraged by the 
treatment being doled out at Abu Ghraib 
and other prisons. Abdullah Abdurazzaq, 
a detainee who was mistreated at Abu 
Ghraib and then later released because he 
was innocent is still angry about what hap¬ 
pened to him. “How can we not hate the 
Americans after the treatment we have re¬ 
ceived?” he asks. “It is not human.” 91 

Inadequate record keeping by Ameri¬ 
can soldiers who did not speak Arabic in¬ 


creased the problems at Iraq’s prisons and 
also hardened attitudes. Thousands of 
Iraqis were unable to find out where, or 
even if, missing family members were im¬ 
prisoned. Misspelled names or data-entry 
errors made it impossible to locate hun¬ 
dreds of detainees. Sometimes detainee 
numbers were not on file or linked to a dif¬ 
ferent name. Once behind bars, many de¬ 
tainees, including some children, were kept 
there indefinitely—even those who had 
done nothing wrong. Coalition leaders ad¬ 
mitted that many detainees were impris¬ 
oned unnecesarily. All these indignities and 
humiliations contributed to a mounting 
frustration. 

In a television interview about Abu 
Ghraib and its aftermath, Hisham Melhem, 
a correspondent for the Lebanese newspa¬ 
per, As-Safir, described how the situation 
had affected Arab attitudes about the United 
States: “If you wanted to write a script or a 
scenario as to how you undermine the cred¬ 
ibility of the United States in the Middle 
East today, you couldn’t have done a better 
job.... I think one could argue if you have 
any illusions about winning hearts and 
minds in Iraq and the Arab world for that 
matter, you should forget that.” 92 

However, some Americans believed 
that Arab outrage was extremely hypo¬ 
critical given the lack of concern for hu¬ 
man rights in the Arab world. “Indeed,” 
wrote Frida Ghitis in the St. Louis Post- 
Dispatch, “some of those expressing shock 
and horror at the very thought of prisoner 
mistreatment are governments whose use of 
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An Iraqi insurgent fires a mortar round at coalition forces. Attacks on coalition forces in Iraq 
more than doubled after news of Abu Ghraib became public. 
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torture is routine.” 93 Whether or not the out¬ 
rage was hypocritical, it was definitely wide¬ 
spread within Iraq itself. Newsweek reported 
that the first poll taken inside Iraq after Abu 
Ghraib showed that the scandal had accel¬ 
erated a long-term decline in support for the 
U.S. occupation. Although 71 percent of 
Iraqis said the incidents at Abu Ghraib sur¬ 
prised them, most agreed that such abuses 
were widespread. And, a distressingly high 
number—54 percent—said they believed 
that “all Americans behave this way.” 94 

Increased Violence 

The Iraqi loss of confidence in the Amer¬ 
ican mission in Iraq went hand in hand 
with greater support for the resistance and 
increased violence. Although a direct cause 
and effect relation was impossible to prove, 
the Abu Ghraib scandal seemed to have 
provoked the insurgency and significantly 
endangered coalition troops. As one Iraqi, 
Majid al-Salim, put it, “Americans are dri¬ 
ving people into the arms of the 
Maqawama [the resistance]. We now look 
back at Saddam’s era with nostalgia. He 
was a good leader. There was security.” 95 

In the months after the scandal broke, 
the level of violence and bloodshed inside 
Iraq climbed steeply. Attacks on U.S. and 
other occupying forces increased to be¬ 
tween forty and fifty a day (more than 
double what they had been early in the 
year) and continued to rise. In September 
2004 there were more than twenty-three 
hundred attacks on civilian and military 
targets inside Iraq. 


American soldiers who had never abused 
any detainees were angered that what had 
happened at Abu Ghraib made their jobs 
more dangerous. Mike Billips, a reporter for 
Time, visited soldiers near the Fort Stewart 
army base in Hinesville, Georgia, not long 
after the Abu Ghraib scandal broke. The sol¬ 
diers he talked to were either on their way to 
Iraq or had just returned. None were pleased 
about what had happened. 

“It makes me mad that we fight this 
war to help these folks and somebody does 
this [that is, abuse prisoners],” 96 said Chris 
Crozier, a mechanic with the 3rd Infantry 
Division. Billips found that while the sol¬ 
diers might disagree on who was respon¬ 
sible, all agreed that the soldiers on the 
ground would have to face the rage that 
abuse had sparked. The rising death toll of 
Americans since the scandal suggests that 
the soldiers’ fears were justified. 

Another long-term effect of Abu Ghraib 
could be that American soldiers captured 
in future conflicts will face mistreatment. 
According to journalist Seymour Hersh, a 
two-star general complained to him about 
what he felt was a likely outcome of the Abu 
Ghraib prisoner abuse scandal. “Look, I take 
my boys into combat, and the last thing that 
I want is to know that [if] my boys get cap¬ 
tured, they’re going to be stripped naked, 
hands tied and hoods put over their heads. 

... We’ve opened the door for them to do it 
to us more.” 97 

Soldiers were not the only Americans 
who had to pay a price for what happened in¬ 
side Abu Ghraib. Businessmen, travelers, and 
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diplomats all faced increased danger as a rash 
of kidnappings and beheadings swept the 
country. In May 2004 a U.S. businessman 
named Nick Berg was captured inside Iraq by 
Islamic militants. A grisly videotape of him 
being beheaded was then sent to news orga¬ 
nizations. Berg’s killers claimed that his mur¬ 
der was carried out to avenge the abuses of 
Iraqis in Abu Ghraib. Likewise in June, when 
Islamic radicals in Saudi Arabia kidnapped a 
U.S. military contractor in Riyadh, they an¬ 
nounced that they had a legal right to treat 
him the same way that Iraqi prisoners had 
been treated at Abu Ghraib. 

An Overblown Scandal? 

Despite the surge in violence, many Ameri¬ 
cans believed that the scandal and its fallout 
were greatly exaggerated. Although the abuse 
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of prisoners was abhorrent, they argued that 
America on the whole treats its prisoners far 
better than most other countries. Some sus¬ 
pected that the uproar over Abu Ghraib was 
being manipulated for political gain by forces 
opposed to the Bush administration. Sena¬ 
tor James Inhofe of Oklahoma expressed that 
viewpoint when he spoke out during con¬ 
gressional hearings on the matter. “I’m prob¬ 
ably not the only one up at this table that is 
more outraged by the outrage than we are by 
the treatment,” he said. “I have to say... that 
I would guess that these prisoners wake up 
every morning thanking Allah that Saddam 
Hussein is not in charge of these prisons.” 98 

Others pointed to the way the scandal 
was being handled as proof that the United 
States was acting honorably. “In all the furor 
over the photographs from Abu Ghraib, 



A lone soldier walks along a corridor at Abu Ghraib. Some Americans believe the abuse was 
justified as a means of obtaining information from suspected terrorists. 
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what’s been overlooked by many is the fact 
that the American military was not only al¬ 
ready investigating allegations but an¬ 
nounced that the inquiry had begun three 
months ago,” wrote Mortimer B. Zuckerman 
in U.S. News & World Report. “Major Gen¬ 
eral Antonio Taguba’s investigation was thor¬ 
ough and his conclusion was that the abuse 
was the result of the actions of a handful of 
guards and their superiors, not the result of 
an official policy or order.” 99 

Americans like Gordon Bishop, an au¬ 
thor, historian, and syndicated newspaper 
columnist, were similarly disappointed in 
the uproar over Abu Ghraib: 

Why are American leaders apologizing 
for fighting terrorists?... There never 
should be apologies in a global war on 
terrorists.... What happened at a prison 
in Iraq to some prisoners of war has 
been blown all out of proportion by the 
self-righteous, politically correct liber¬ 
als opposing the “War on Terror.” Pres¬ 
ident Bush and Defense Secretary 
Donald Rumsfeld did not have to apol¬ 
ogize for the humiliation suffered by 
some Iraqi prisoners at the hands of a 
few dumb soldiers. 100 

Bishop believed that any comparison be¬ 
tween U.S. military treatment of prisoners 
at Abu Ghraib and Saddam’s famed bru¬ 
talities was innaccurate and ridiculous. 

Still other Americans believed the nation 
was in a struggle to the death with Islamic ter¬ 
rorists and thus applauded any action that 
helped defend the country, including the 
rough treatment of terrorists. Writer Tammy 


Bruce vividly expresses that viewpoint in an 
article for FrontPageMagazine.com. 

I believe when it comes to Al-Qaida 
leadership and operatives, anything 
goes. I don’t care if you put women’s 
underwear on their heads, or frankly, 
even pull out a few fingernails of those 
responsible for mass murder, to unmask 
their continuing plans for the genocide 
of civilized peoples_It’s called “tor¬ 

ture lite,” it works, and I’m all for what¬ 
ever it takes to get information, and, yes, 
to punish and annihilate terrorist lead¬ 
ership around the world. 101 

Abu Ghraib and the War 
on Terrorism 

However, one of the more troubling aspects 
of Abu Ghraib is that it has the potential to 
make the apprehension of terrorists more dif¬ 
ficult. In order to win the war on terrorism 
the United States will need the cooperation 
of nations where terrorists seek refuge. But 
the prison scandal helped spur a sharp rise in 
anti-Americanism all over the Middle East 
and, to a lesser extent, Islamic nations else¬ 
where. In that atmosphere, cooperation may 
be difficult. 

The photographs from Abu Ghraib in¬ 
flamed public opinion. Honor is extremely 
important in Arab culture and the images 
from inside the prison seem to show the 
human dignity of Arabs under systematic 
attack. Newspapers and television stations 
in the Arab world ran many more pictures 
of Abu Ghraib than did the Western me- 
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Did Abu Ghraib Help the Terrorists? 


Reed Brody, a counsel for Human Rights 
Watch and author o/Disappeared: The U.S. 
Ghost Detainees, makes the case that the 
rough treatment of terrorist suspects at Abu 
Ghraib and elsewhere weakened the war on 
terror and lessened respect for the United 
States. In an article for the International 
Herald Tribune, he explains why: 

“These [the detainees] are not nice men, to 
say the least. Why should we care about what 
happens to them? First, because, despite the 
information apparently gleaned from some 
of these suspects, overall the U.S. treatment 
of its prisoners has been a boon rather than 
a setback for A1 Qaeda, and has thereby made 
the world less safe from terror. As the Sept. 11 
commission [the panel that studied the at¬ 
tacks of September 11 and made recom¬ 


mendations on how to deal with terrorism] 
said,‘allegations that the United States abused 
prisoners in its custody make it harder to 
build the diplomatic, political, and military 
alliances the government will need.’ 

Second, the torture and ‘disappearance’ 
of prisoners by the United States invites all 
the unsavory governments in the world to 
do the same. Indeed, countries from Sudan 
to Zimbabwe have already cited Abu Ghraib 
and other U.S. actions to justify their own 
practices or to blunt criticism. 

But our concern must stem, first and fore¬ 
most, from the acceptance of methods which 
are antithetical to a democracy and which 
betray the U.S. identity as a nation of law. If 
the United States embraces the torture and 
‘disappearance’ of its opponents, it abandons 
its ideals and becomes a lesser nation.” 



dia. They were also much more likely to in¬ 
terpret the abuses as a direct affront to their 
culture and religion. A claim heard often 
in Iraq was that America was just like Sad¬ 
dam’s ruling party—a regime that tortured 
and killed thousands of devout Muslims. 

Meanwhile, extremist Islamic groups 
were all too happy to encourage that kind 
of thinking because it made people more 
receptive to their anti-American messages. 
The pictures from Abu Ghraib served their 
purposes well. The Islamic religion teaches 
that it is shameful and immoral to expose 
one’s body in public and has strict rules re¬ 
garding sexual behavior. Religious Muslims 


were outraged to see the near-pornographic 
pictures of fellow Muslims being shamed 
in such a way. It was all the proof that some 
devout Muslims needed that the United States 
was indeed a godless and profane country 
that must be driven from the Middle East, as 
the extremist groups claimed. 

Indeed, some argue that after the prison 
scandal, attitudes toward the United States in 
the Middle East had reached an all-time low. 
Stephen Holmes, research director of the 
Center for Law and Security at New York Uni¬ 
versity, believes that Arabs and Muslims who 
were once friendly or neutral toward the 
United States are becoming increasingly 
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The Abu Ghraib abuse photos have angered many in the Arab world. Here, Iranian protestors 
burn the American flag in front of the U.S. embassy in Tehran. 
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hostile. “This,” he says, “is a very dangerous 
development, since it means that anti- 
American attitudes are putting more Middle 
Easterners beyond the reach of diplomacy.” 102 

On the other hand, others were con¬ 
vinced that the disturbing images from 
Abu Ghraib would have no effect on the 
larger war on terror. According to author 
Gordon Cucullu, worrying about public 
opinion in the Middle East is pointless: 

From a practical standpoint, it is diffi¬ 
cult to see how [they could hate us 
more],... They danced in the street 
in joy [on September 11,2001], They 
bounce on the hoods of destroyed 
Elumvees and drag American bodies 
through the streets.... 

I worry less about the Arab Street 
[Arab public opinion] losing its 
“good will” than I would fret about a 
recurring Ice Age. 103 

Questioning What America 
Stands For 

It is likely, however, that the legacy of the 
Abu Ghraib scandal will have far-reaching 
consequences for the military and for 


America’s moral authority in the world. 
Until September 11, 2001, soldiers were 
bound by a strict code as to how to treat 
prisoners. In essence, the policy was that 
the United States treated prisoners as it 
wanted its own soldiers to be treated if cap¬ 
tured. That code of honor appears to have 
eroded at Abu Ghraib and elsewhere. 

Fiaz Khan, a citizen of Pakistan, out¬ 
lines the challenge facing the nation in the 
aftermath of Abu Ghraib. “People look up 
to the ideals of the American constitution 
and recognize it as America’s real glory and 
greatness,” says Khan. “Abu Ghraib . . . 
[makes] it difficult to distinguish the U.S. 
government from its enemies.” 104 

Whether the damage will be long last¬ 
ing remains to be seen. If the affair is han¬ 
dled in a way that seems just to fair-minded 
people—and more abuses do not surface in 
the meantime—then the cost in American 
influence and prestige may be contained. 
President Bush and many others have called 
the war on terrorism a war of ideas. “Now, 
as the photographs of Abu Ghraib make 
clear,” says Mark Danner, “it has also become 
a struggle over what, if anything, really does 
represent America.” 105 
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